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Chapter | 


Author's Notes: 
Here is the second longest fic I've ever written, topping out at over 92,000 words and done over the course 


of 45 months. It was quite the whirlwind of writing :) 


"Come in, Liimatainen." 


Jani swallowed hard and headed into the captain's room. He stood in front of the old maple desk with his hands 
behind his back at attention 


The captain nodded at Jani. "At ease, Liimatainen." 
Jani relaxed his posture a fraction but still kept his arms behind his back. 


The captain sighed at him and opened a folder on his desk. "I assume you know why you're here." 


Jani nodded, the incident fresh in his mind. "Yes, sir." 

The captain sat back in his chair and looked up at Jari. "I know you and Kakko have had your differences but he 
is your commanding officer and you will respect him as such. I'm tired of seeing your name time and time 
again. That's not what | want from a crew.’ He stopped to nod at a photo behind Jani's back. "A crew is a well- 


oiled machine and one broken piece could spell disaster for everyone." 


Jani tensed up again, Kakko's name making every one of his muscles clench at once. 


The captain shook his head. "You and he need to move past this. If we get called out for duty, I'm not taking 
either of you if you don't work this out. | don't care how you do it - just do it.” 


Jani sighed, knowing full well that wasn't going to happen. The two of them hated each other with every fiber 
of their being. 


The captain sat up in his chair and laid his hands on the desk. "I can't imagine whatever he did originally to piss 


you off is still valid after all these years." 

Jani opened his mouth up to respond but then quickly closed it. 

"Yes?" 

Jani took a deep breath. "Sir, he continues to belittle me at every turn. He's been doing it since boot camp and 
he wasn't even my commanding officer yet. | know its a soldier's duty to persevere but | can't with him 
around." He stopped to stare at the captain's desk "I would like to request to be posted to another group, sir." 
The captain blinked at him. "Is that so? And you think I'm just going to snap my fingers and it will be done?" 
Jani flushed and said nothing. 


The captain got up from his desk to stand beside the wall next to it. "Come over here, Liimatainen" 


Jani wandered over to stand next to the captain. He looked up at the picture the captain was pointing to and 


frowned. 


"Yes, that's your father and Kakko's father standing side by side. Kakko's father saved your father's life in the 
great war of 2105. You wouldn't even be alive if he hadn't; think about that for a moment." 


Jani shook his head. "I don't need to, sir, Kakko reminds me of it every single day.” 
The captain moved to sit down behind his desk again. "I had a feeling you'd say that. If | talk to Kakko yet again, 


will you at least try to work through it? | don't have anyone to replace you with at the moment so your 


request to leave is denied." 


Jani sighed and then nodded. "Yes, sir." 

The captain watched him leave before flicking a switch. 

The voice of a young man answered. "Yes, sir?" 

"Have Kakko report to my office immediately.” 

EEEE EEE EE 

Tony stood on a hangar walkway supervising men working on one of their space modules. It was dull work since 
they didn't really need him to stand there watching them, but it was his duty to make sure they were doing it 
right. 

It was then that he heard his name being called over the communications system. 

He sighed and gave the men one last look before turning and heading to the captain's office. 

Through the brightly lit hallways to the captain's office, Tony tried to contain the anger building inside, he knew 
full well it was Liimatainen that was the cause of him being pulled away from his duties. It was always about 


Liimatainen, even from the very beginning. 


Tony clenched his jaw and walked into the waiting area outside the captain's office. He stood in front of the 


duty officer's desk. "I was summoned” 

The captain opened his door and motioned for Tony to enter. 

Tony stepped inside and stood in front of the captain's desk 

"You might as well sit down" 

Tony sat in the hard plastic chair in front of the captain 

The captain shook his short blond hair. "I assume you know why | called you. 
"Yes, sir” 


"And you know very well that this can't continue on. How many times do | need to bring you and Liimatainen in 


line every single month? None is the answer. You're grown men, act like it” 


Tony opened his mouth to protest but then closed it. 


"Yes?" 


Tony got up from his chair to pace around the room. "He never does what he's told and talks back to me all of 


the time. Why is it that | get yelled at but he gets off scot-free?" 
The captain was about to respond when Tony cut him off. 


"He gets away with murder but never pays for it. The reason | ride him so hard is that | know he has the 


potential to be more than he is. And yet, he doesn't demonstrate that" 
"Kakko..." 


Tony shook his head. "I'm tired of busting my ass to fix his problems without any due for my work. He would 
have been dismissed immediately in boot camp if | hadn't carried his ass through it” 


The captain sat back in his chair. "Are you done yet?" 


Tony snorted at the captain. "And you continue to protect him as well. I'm amazed you haven't promoted him 


above me yet" 


The captain's eyebrow rose. "What's that supposed to mean? You really think | enjoy having to deal with you 
two every month? Both of you are like two spoiled children who want the same toy." 


Tony opened his mouth to protest, but the captain smacked his hand on the desk. 


"This ends now, Tony! | don't want to hear another word about Jani nor want to see either of you in this office 


again" 

Tony stared at the ground. 

"Is that understood, Kakko?" 

Tony nodded, raising his head to look at the captain. "Yes, sir.” 
EKKE KE OK KE 


Marko glanced up to see Tony walk into the barracks shaking with anger. He snorted and shook his head. "I take 
it the meeting with the captain didn't go well?" 


Tony paced around the beds. "Why can't Liimatainen just go away? Be shipped out to Mars or something.” 


Marko snorted. "Like that would fix things. You two would just be yelling over space communications instead in 


front of each other." 


Tony sat on one of the beds, shaking his head. "I can't do this anymore, pulling his sorry ass along. I'm done 


with him and his lacking sense of duty." 


Marko finished up shining his shoes and got up from his bed. He shuffled over to sit next to Tony. "Well, at 


least he wouldn't have a reason to complain about you anymore." 
Tony glared at Marko. "Funny. 


Marko touched Tony's shoulder. "Why is he so important? Why not the rest of the crew? They all slack off at 


times but Jani is the only one you ride on" 
Tony shook his head. "He isn't” 
Marko rolled his eyes. "Yes, and that's why you're ready to punch a wall in anger. | don't believe it, Tony." 


Tony sighed, the anger slowly leaving his body. "He has so much potential but he chooses to squander it. If he 


would just apply himself like everyone else, | wouldn't be on him so much." 
“Somehow | think there's more to it than that. Everyone knows your father saved his father in the war." 


Tony stared at his hands. "Jani's father asked my father to watch over Jani. Since we were both drafted at 


the same time for this, it fell on me. 
"And you've been pushing him ever since. At least that makes more sense than what Jani is convinced of" 
Tony looked up at Marko. "What did he say?" 

"Well, | can't betray a confidence... 

Tony rolled his eyes. "You can't bring it up and expect me to not ask. What did he say?" 


Marko got up from the bed. "He thinks you delight in picking on him, that you're some kind of sadistic 


monster." 


‘Only his misguided brain would come up with something like that. Trust me, | don't delight in anything that 


concerns him." 


KRKE EE KEE 


The captain was leaning back in his chair when he heard a commotion outside. He got up from his desk to open 


the door. Whatever he wanted to say died on his lips when he spotted the source of the commotion 


His assistant pointed at the man. "Sir, he's trying to barge in without an appointment.” 

The man raised an eyebrow at the captain. "He's always got time for me." 

The captain motioned the man in and shut the door. "You can't keep doing this, I'm busy with work." 

The man sat down in the chair in front of the desk and shook his head. "No, you've already had your monthly 
yelling at Kakko and Liimatainen. Nothing else is on the agenda other than this." He pulled out a bottle of 
whiskey from his coat. 


The captain rolled his eyes. "It's not even noon yet." 


"That's beside the point. Dealing with those two always makes me thirsty." He got up from the chair and 
headed for the back cupboards, searching around them until he found two small glasses. 


The captain shook his head. "I don't know what I'm going to do with those two. They really need to be sent 
somewhere else, and if | didn't have Kakko's father insistent on keeping them together | would have done so 


years ago." 


The man poured whiskey into both glasses and handed one to the captain. "The pains of being the man in 


charge. Thank god l'm just an officer. Too much work if you ask me." 

"Not much of an officer to be sure." 

The man snorted at the captain. "You've yet to say no to me so | must be doing something right 

The captain rolled his blue eyes and took a drink of the whiskey. He winced at the strength and set the glass 
down on his desk. "You assume that | can say no to you. You're always barging in when I'm busy with work 
Don't you have something else to do?" 

The man laughed, shaking his short brown hair. "Not at the moment, no. Besides you need me more than you 
care to admit. Who else here can you say anything to? Definitely not Kakko, despite him being your second in 


command." 


"Kakko is a pain in the ass to be sure but he gets things done. What exactly have you done for me, 


Johansson?" 
The man's eyebrow rose. "I've got you to relax for one, Kotipelto." 
The captain took another drink from his glass. "That's Captain, to you." 


"No, | don't think so. You've always been Timo to me, despite you outranking me. We started at the same time 


eons ago and the only reason l'm not in charge of some other base is because I'd rather come bother you 


instead." 
Timo sat back in his chair and looked up at the ceiling. "God, what have | done to deserve this?" 
"You believed in me when | just wanted to end it all" 


Timo looked back at the man. "I don't believe in wasting a life, even if you're now in mine until the end of time, 


Jens." 


Jens smiled. "And thats why | keep bugging you, to remind you to let up just a little bit sometimes. Not too 


much to become complacent, but enough for you to finally unwind again" 
Timo finished off his glass and set the empty one beside Jens’ glass. "Thank you." 


Jens beamed and got up from the chair. "My work is done here. Time to see if my engineering crew is actually 


doing something in my absence." 
Timo watched him go, a smile playing over his lips. 


KRKE IK KK KE 


Tony was on the command deck when red lights started surrounding them. He looked around in horror, unsure 


of what to do. They hadn't discussed the possibility of an enemy attack. 
Timo rushed into the area with a whoosh of the doors. "What's going on?" 
Tony shook his head. "I don't know, sir." 


A crewman sitting at the perimeter display called out. "We have five ships coming toward us, captain. They 
appear to be Kokkola based warships." 


Timo stiffened. "They haven't been heard of for years. Why are they here?" 


Another crew member behind him at the science station called out. "Sir, they appear to be preparing to attack 


the planet below us. From the sensors, the planet is barren with no signs of life" 

Timo frowned. "Then why attack it at all? If there's nothing down there, why bother?" 

Tony piped in "Well, what about training exercises? They paid us no heed as they went past us. 
Timo shook his head. "No, something is down there and we have to figure out what 


Tony sighed. "We don't have the firepower to take on five Kokkola warships. We're just a reconnaissance ship." 


"You misunderstand me. I'm not planning on engaging them; | just want to find out what's so interesting about 
an isolated planet with nothing on it" Timo looked back at the science officer. "I want you to do a deep scan of 


the planet, get me anything you can on it" 


The science officer shook his head. "| can't, sir. Their presence is messing up the scans. If we could get them 


to move away somehow, then maybe." 


Tony thought for a moment and then turned to Timo. "What if we sent out a ship to the planet and look for 


ourselves?" 

Timo stared at Tony. "You can't be serious. As soon as they see it, they'd fire on it" 

"Not if we disguised it as something other than a ship. Maybe a probe or something.’ 
Timo sighed and turned to the communications officer. "Get Johansson up here." 
EEE 

Jens walked through the whooshing doors and straight for Timo. "You summoned me, sir?" 


Timo turned and pointed at the display screen. "Five Kokkola warships are blasting away at a deserted planet 


south of our position" 
Jens blinked. "Why would they shoot at a deserted planet?" 
"Exactly. Kakko has suggested taking a ship down there and finding out why it's so interesting to them." 


Jens laughed and glanced over at Tony. "You're mad as a hatter if you think they won't notice the ship and 
start blasting at it" 


Tony opened his mouth to respond but Timo cut him off. "Which is what | said, but he's suggested modifying a 


ship to appear as something else like a probe." 


Jens stroked his chin. "Well now, that would be interesting. Though a probe can easily be blown to smithereens 


as well. Maybe making it look like space debris like a meteor or asteroid?" 
"Can you do that?" 
Jens flashed a grin at Timo. "I can do anything, captain. You just have to tell me what you want." 


Timo rolled his eyes and motioned to Tony. "You two work on it. | have every faith that both of you can figure 
it out." 


Tony spoke up. "Shouldn't | stay here, in case something else happens?" 


Timo shook his head. "I'll call you if | need you. I'd rather have you tell Jens what you have in mind. It was 


your idea after all." 
"Very well, sir.” 


PEKE EE ER EK 


Jens headed for his office area down in engineering before speaking to Tony. He glanced at him and snorted. 


"Don't worry, Timo will call you if there's a problem. It's not like we're going to take all day here." 
| know but I'm second in command and my place is on the bridge most times." 


Jens pulled out a pad and started tapping on it. "There's no need to impress me, Kakko. You already outrank me 


by several steps." 
Tony frowned. "What's that supposed to mean?" 


Jens looked up from the pad. "In other words stop complaining and tell me what you want. Timo sent us down 


here to figure it out, and thats what | intend to do." 


Tony was about to protest further but then shook his head. "Fine, have it your way. | don't know what | want 
it to be, all | said was something other than a ship." 


Jens typed a few things into the pad. “Well, then there's several possibilities to choose from. | can make it look 
like a floating asteroid or other debris. That would at least not register on their radar since they're too busy 


pelting a planet." 


Tony studied the drawings Jens made up on the pad. "But how do we make such a ship? None of our 


shuttlecraft even look like asteroids or debris." 
Jens grinned and got up from his desk. "Come with me and you'll see how." 


Tony followed Jens to an empty holding bay with a few shuffle crafts. He looked around the room. "I still don't 


see how we can do this." 


Jens rolled his eyes. "Have a little faith in your Chief Engineer. | know what the hell I'm doing because if | didn't 


Timo would let me have it like he does with you and Liimatainen." 


Tony's body stiffened at the mention of Jani's name. "It's not his fault that Liimatainen and | don't see eye to 


eye. If he'd put more effort into his work, | wouldn't even bug him." 


Jens chuckled and tapped a few buttons on the control panels. 
"What's so funny?" 


Jens glanced up. "Oh, nothing. It's pretty much the same thing Jani says, except switch out work with riding his 


ass all of the time. You two are more alike than you realize." 


Tony scoffed. "We are nothing alike whatsoever. The only reason we're stuck together is because of our 


fathers" 
Jens tapped a few more buttons before pointing to the nearest shuffle craft. "Take a look at that" 

Tony turned and gaped. 

There in front of them was a boulder in the place of the shutecraft. It was much larger in width and height. 
Tony blinked at it. "How did you do that?" 

"What else? Holograms. It's projected on the outside of the shuttlecraft to fool them" 


Tony frowned and walked forward toward the shuttlecraft. "That won't fool them at all. l'm pretty sure they 


can detect holographic images." 

Jens rolled his eyes. "Have a little faith in my abilities. Unless they stop bombing the planet to do a deep scan 
of a harmless rock then | think we're ok Hell, they might even root for it hitting the planet because then it 
would just do more damage to whatever they're trying to get rid of." He stopped to stand up straight. "| 
believe it will work, you only a need a few minutes before landing anyway." 

"Very well, I'll present it to the captain as an alternative." 

Jens followed Tony out of the cargo bay. 


Tony looked back at him. "ls there something else you need?" 


Jens chuckled and sped up to walk alongside Tony. "You really think I'm going to let you take all of the credit? 
We'll both present it to the captain." 


Tony's jaw clenched. "| don't need you to explain you turned a shuttlecraft into a rock. The captain doesn't have 


time to specifics, he just wants results." 


"And if you can get ahead by taking credit, what's the harm in that?" 


Tony turned his head to glare at Jens. "What's the supposed to mean?" 


Jens shook his head. "You know very well what that means. I've seen you bully and manipulate people for your 


own gain, Kakko. | wouldn't put it past you to do it here." 
Tony stopped walking. "| have never...” 


Jens interrupted him. "Bullshit. You have many times or at the very least omit certain details of how the ideas 


were formed. It's one of the reasons | don't particularly like you." 

Tony rolled his eyes and continued walking to the lift. "I don't care if you like me or not, but I've never stolen 
ideas for my own personal gain. I'm the second in command, | have nothing to reach for other than my own 
captaincy which isn't going to happen anytime soon. I'm fine with that.” 

"Ok, then what about the Vegas Belt project? Who got the credit for it, Kakko?" 


Tony stiffened but kept walking. "I don't know what you're talking about.” 


Jens shook his head. "You're unbelievable. One of these days you're not going to find it so easy to get things 


done when your crew can't trust you to fight for them." 
LELE EEEE EEE 
Timo turned to see the lift doors open. He nodded at them. "Report. What have you come up with?" 


Tony stepped forward. "It appears that we can disguise the ship as something else. Only a deep scan would 
reveal that something other than space materials is inside." 


Timo glanced over at Jens. "And if they do a deep scan?" 

Jens shrugged. "Then | assume they'll either destroy or capture it. Though at the rate that they're blasting 
the planet, | doubt they'll have time to scan the system for stuff. As | told Kakko here, we only need a few 
minutes to move past them and enter the planet's atmosphere. After that, it's just a matter of dodging their 
firepower, which the shuttlecraft will be able to do without much effort." 


"Very well" Timo turned back to Tony. "Whom do you suggest we send down?" 


Tony thought for a moment. "Well, anyone who is a competent pilot is ideal but there should be someone to 


lead the party." 
Jens rolled his eyes. 


Timo spotted it out of the corner of his eye and glanced over at him. "Something wrong, Johansson?" 


Jens shook his head. "No, sir." 


Timo snorted and pressed him further. "Speak up, Jens. | want all of the variables listed out before we do this.’ 


Jens pointed at Tony. "Why do we need a leader for a reconnaissance project? A few men should be enough to 


report back to you with the details. There's no need to risk a commanding officer for this." 
Tony protested. "| wasn't suggesting that | go, just to have some sort of plan that's all." 
Timo sighed at the both of them. "But you'd rather that some commanding officer be there?" 


Tony shook his head. "No, | was just putting forth ideas on how to do it. | thought that's why we're discussing 
this beforehand." 


"We are, but you need to put some trust in our crew. That being said, | believe Liimatainen and Paasikoski 
would be ideal. They've done reconnaissance duty before and they have the skills for piloting a shuttle to the 
planet and back." 


Tony's jaw clenched. 


Timo looked into Tony's eyes. "I don't care about your differences with Liimatainen, he is the right person for 


this duty. Tell him to get ready, along with Paasikoski" 

Tony opened his mouth to protest but then closed it 

"Now Kakko, we don't have any time to waste. 

Tony headed for the lift doors, a frown covering his face. 

FFE 

Marko glanced up from his post to see Tony coming for him. He sighed and moved away to stand at attention. 


Tony stopped in front of him, still wearing the same frown. "Crewman Paasikoski, you've been assigned to the 


reconnaissance mission for the planet below us." 


Marko blinked "You can't be serious, there are Kokkola warships out there bombing that planet as we speak. 


Any ship on their radar would be destroyed immediately." 


"We're aware of that and have taken steps to disguise the ship as ordinary space debris. Unless they take a 
break and deep scan the area, you will be safe. You'll only need a few minutes to get into the planet's 


atmosphere." 


Marko shook his head. "There has to be another way to do this. This is a suicide mission!" 

Others at their stations turned around to watch them. 

Tony's jaw clenched, grabbing Marko's arm and pulling him away from the area. He stopped in an open space 
near the entrance of engineering. "Don't raise your voice at me, Paasikoski. | am your commanding officer in 
case you've forgotten" 


Marko sighed and said nothing. 


Tony let go of Marko's arm. "I didn't have a hand in choosing you. Personally, | would have chosen Peura 


instead, but | don't have a say in it. The captain ordered me to tell you to go and thats what I'm doing.’ 


Marko moved away from Tony. "I can't do this, Tony. You know | have a family back home with a young son If 


| was killed, they'd have no one to take care of them." 


Tony shook his head and moved to stand next to Marko. "Listen to me, nothing is going to happen to you. You 


have my word on that. | wouldn't let them send anyone out there unless | was sure." 
Marko looked Tony in the eyes. "Then what happened to Kivilahti? You were sure about that him too." 
Tony tensed. 


Marko snorted at Tony. "You can't be sure of anything, Tony. Nothing is ever sure. I'm not doing this, throw 
me in the cells if you wish but I'm not doing it" 


Tony pushed his emotions to the side and grabbed Marko by the arm. "What kind of officer are you? You'd 


rather let someone else risk their life for you because you're too cowardly to do it yourself?" 


Marko broke free of Tony's hand. "I was drafted to this, it's not like | had a choice. And you're one to talk, 
you'd rather toss people away to make yourself look good with the captain. I've got news for you, Tony, he 


hates you as much everyone else does." 
Tony backed away from Marko. "No, that's not true. | do what he tells me to do, why can't they see that?" 


Marko shook his head. "Maybe because you put yourself above everyone else. Stand up for once in what you 


believe in, assuming you believe in anything at all." 


Tony watched Marko head back to his post before letting his eyes drift shut. Anger and frustration coursed 
through his veins without an outlet. He took a deep breath and pushed it to the side again like he did with 
anything in his life. 


KEKE KEEK Æ 


Jani studied some charts and typed things into a pad. He was so busy with his work that he didn't notice 


someone standing beside him. 
"Liimatainen, we need to talk" 
Jani bit back a groan, the last thing he needed was him here. He straightened up and faced Tony. "Yes, sir." 


Tony sighed at the outright hatred on Jani's face. "You've been chosen to do the reconnaissance mission to the 


planet below. Meet with Chief Engineer Johansson in cargo bay five for the mission briefing.’ 
Jani stared at Tony in disbelief. 


"I know it sounds incredible, but we have to know why the Kokkola force is attacking that planet. The ship will 


be modified so it won't appear as one of our shuffle craft." 


Jani shook his head. "So this is how you plan to get rid of me, send me on an impossible mission so | never 


return? Thanks for that." 


Tony blinked at Jani. "What are you talking about? | had no choice in your selection, it was the captain's doing. 
l'm just here to tell you that you've been chosen, nothing more." 


"But you didn't stop them from doing it either. You could have selected anyone else, but l'm sure you delighted 


in the fact that my name was chosen. Now you can be rid of me and our fathers’ history.” 


Tony pushed his anger to the side again. "Look, I'm just telling you the plan. Take it as you will but for the 


record | don't want you dead. I'd rather have you excel and turn into a great officer." 
Jani returned to his work and ignored Tony's presence. 

"Are you going to report to Chief Engineer Johansson? Time is of the essence right now." 
Jani continued to work. 


Tony's hands balled up at his sides before he could stop himself. "Liimatainen, | asked you a question! | am your 


commanding officer and you will respect me as such." 
Jani dropped his pad on the table. "Fine, I'm reporting right now. Anything to get away from you." 
Tony watched Jani go and then slammed his fist on the table, jostling the pad that Jani had been working on 


and others around the area. His body raged with anger and frustration, shaking him and making his breath 


come out in harsh whistles. All he could do was let it abate enough to push it to the side once more. 


EKKE IE EK KE 


Timo looked up from the displays to see Tony come out of the lift. "Did you tell Liimatainen and Paasikoski 
about the mission?" 


Tony took a deep breath before answering. "Yes, sir. I've let them know that they need to report to Johansson" 


"Good" He studied Tony's shaky composure. "Did everything go as planned? No problems with either Paasikoski 


or Liimatainen?" 

Tony steadied himself. "No, sir. Everything went smoothly." 

"Are you sure?" 

Tony nodded. "Of course, sir." 

"You would tell me if something did go wrong? | know you have a past with both men" 

Tony stood up straight. "Yes, sir. There will be no problems from either of them, you have my word." 
Timo opened his mouth to respond when a crewman called out. 


"Sir, Chief Engineer Johansson is asking if Paasikoski has been sent down He says that Liimatainen is there but 
not Paasikoski.” 


Timo raised an eyebrow at Tony. "Is there something | should know about Paasikoski?" 

Tony bit his lip. "No, sir. | will bring him down there myself." 

3B BRE EE KR Æ 

Marko was in the crew barracks when Tony finally found him. He glanced up to see Tony storm in 
Tony shook with emotions. "Dammit Marko, you have to go there now. I'm not telling you this again" 


Marko shook his head. "I'm not risking my life like this. | don't care what you do with me, but | won't do this. 


Find someone else." 


"There is no one else." Tony walked over to Marko's bed and hauled him up to his feet. "Come on, you have a 


shuttle to pilot." 


Marko wiggled out of Tony's grasp. "I am not going! Find someone else." 


Tony's blood started to boil. "Listen to me, dammit! You will go there, even if | have to drag your sorry ass 


down there." 
Marko held his ground, crossing his arms over his chest. 


Tony came at Marko, intent on grabbing him again. "Just do this. It will be over quickly and you'll be back here 
to hate me for eternity if you like." 


Marko pushed Tony off him. "You don't know what its like. You have no wife and kid waiting back home, or 


anything else. How could you know what l'm feeling?" 
Tony stopped moving, letting his arms drop to his sides. 


Marko snorted at Tony. "Go risk yourself instead, at least then you'd understand what it's like to be thrown 


away like garbage." 

Tony turned around to head out of the room, a frown etching deep into his face. 

AIK 

Jens looked up at the whooshing sound of the cargo bay doors and frowned. "Where is Paasikoski?” 
Tony pushed his emotions to the side. "I was unable to find him, we'll have to use someone else." 

Jens groaned. "You couldn't find him? What good are you, Kakko? You're his superior officer, act like it” 


Tony watched Jens leave the cargo bay before headed over to Jani who was standing beside the disguised 
shuttle. "Come on, lets go." 


Jani blinked at Tony. "What? What are you doing?" 


Tony climbed inside the open shuttle door and started to taps some button. The shuttle roared to life under 


him. "I said get in, Liimatainen" 


Jani stood there with his arms crossed over his chest. "You don't belong here, Kakko. This isn't going to 


impress me or the captain. Go find Marko." 
Tony reached out the door and yanked on Janis arm. "Get the fuck in here now, before Johansson gets back." 


Jani tried to break free but Tony tightened his grip. 


"| don't have time for this, get in or | shoot you with my plasma weapon. It's your choice." 


Jani hesitated for a moment and then climbed into the other side of the shuttle. 


Tony tapped on the display to close the doors. He tapped a few commands on the dash and the outer doors 
started to open. 


Jani stared. "How did you do that from here? | thought that was only on the consoles in the shuttle bay." 
Tony said nothing, continuing to tap out commands and control the speed of the ship. 

"You just wanted to be the hero, is that it? So the captain would pat you on the head and tell you good job." 
Tony's jaw tightened but he remained silent. 

Jani shook his head and leaned back in the seat. "Sometimes | wonder why someone like you would be chosen to 
command when you can't even do that right. | bet Marko was in the crew quarters in plain sight of everyone 
and you still missed him." 

Tony rolled his eyes. "I don't have to explain anything to you. You're under my command." 
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Timo was looking at a display when a crewman called out. 


"Sir, the shuttle has launched from the ship." 


Timo frowned. "Why didn't Johansson check in first? Hts not like him to break protocol. Contact the shuttle bay 


to see what's going on" 
"Sir, there's an urgent message coming in from the shuttle bay. Do you want me to patch it through?" 
"Proceed." 


Jens' rushed voice came over the comm. "Captain, what the hell is going on up there? | have Paasikoski but the 


shuttle is gone." 

Timo called out to the crewman monitoring the shuttle. "Ensign, who is on board the shuttle?" 
The ensign did a deep scan and read out the display. "Liimatainen and..." 

Timo stared at the ensign. "And who, ensign?" 


The ensign turned around to face the captain, swallowing hard. "And Kakko, sir." 


"Kakko? What the hell is he doing on board the shuttle? | didn't authorize this." 


Jens‘ voice called out again. "Kakko? That bastard, he knew I'd go looking for Paasikoski and now he's out there 
piloting my shuttle to god knows where." 


"Ensign, contact the shuttle and tell Kakko to return immediately to the ship." 
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Tony ignored the blinking display telling him they had a message coming through and maneuvered slowly past 
the Kokkola ships. 


Jani saw the flashing light and frowned. "They know you're here, you might as well answer it." 
| have better things to do right now than listen to the captain yell at me." 

Jani sat back in his chair and shook his head. 
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"They're not answering, sir.” 

Timo turned to another crewman manning the weapons console. "Can we lock a beam on them?" 


The officer glanced up and shook his head. "No, sir, they're too far out of range. If we move to intercept them, 
the Kokkola ships will see us." 


Timo took a deep breath, resisting the urge to explode. His crew didn't need that right now, not this close to 
the Kokkola fleet. "Get Johansson and Paasikoski up here now." 


The communications officer nodded and sent the message. 


Timo paced around the room until the lift doors opened to admit Jens and Marko. He motioned for them to 


come forward. "| want answers, Paasikoski. Why is Kakko on board the shuttle and you remain here?" 


Marko swallowed hard. "| don't know, sir. He came to tell me that | was to do this mission in the barracks and 


then left." 
Jens blinked and then looked at Marko. "He talked to you right before?" 


"Yes, sir." 


Jens shook his head. "That doesn't make sense because Kakko told me that he couldn't find you. That's why | 
left the shuttle bay in the first place." 


Timo sighed. "He said that so you'd leave and he could get on board the shuttle himself. The question is why he 
would do such a thing." He looked at Marko. "Did he say anything of importance when he told you about the 
mission?" 


"No, sir. He just told me to report to the shuttle bay for instructions." 


Jens raised an eyebrow at Marko. "And yet, you were lying on your bed when | found you. | can't believe he'd 


forget to tell you it was urgent” 

Marko flushed under their scrutiny. "Well..yes, he did" 

Timo fixed Marko with a glare. "Is there something you need to tell me?" 

Marko opened his mouth to respond but a crewman called out that the shuttle was under attack 
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Tony grimaced and kept punching in random sequences of numbers into the console. 

Jani grabbed a hold of the dash to stop falling forward. “They've spotted us!" 


"Like | hadn't noticed! I'm trying to get away from them and get to the planet, but this shuttle can't go that 
fast." 


Jani stared out the window in horror, watching one of the Kokkola fleet shoot beams along their aft and bow 


sections. "They have the power to blast us away, why are they just shooting around us?" 

Tony shrugged and continued to punch in commands. "No idea, but | doubt they're going to toy with us for long 
before bringing out the heavy artillery. We're less than a minute away from the planet if | could just keep us 
on course." 


Jani gripped the dash tighter, the ship jostling around them. 


Tony was typing away when he spotted something on the radar. He swore and tried to override the shields. 
The warning sirens fired all through the shuttle. 


Jani turned to Tony. "Oh fuck, that's not what | think it is." 


Tony pushed his emotions to the side to focus but it was too late. 


A half second later they were encompassed in a bright light. 
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Chapter 2 


Timo watched in horror as the shuttle exploded on the view screen. 

The bridge crew around him bowed their heads down in silence. 

Marko staggered to remain upright, knowing full well that could have been his fate. 

Jens swore under his breath, "Dammit Kakko." 

Timo took a deep breath and motioned to the communications officer. "Patch me into the speaker." 

The officer tapped a few buttons. 

Timo sighed and spoke. "Attention crew of the Stratovarius, | have some unfortunate news to report. We were 
in the midst of a reconnaissance mission when tragedy struck, killing second in command Tony Kakko and 


navigations crewman Jani Liimatainen. We mourn their loss while in the call of duty." 


The officer shut off the speaker and looked forward again with a frown on his face. 


Timo turned back to Jens and Marko. He sighed at Jens. "Any other ideas to find out what the Kokkola ships 


are doing?" 
Jens shook his head. "No, sir. Asking them is probably out of the question” 


"Not unless we want them to know we're watching. Though if they saw through our shuttle then why haven't 
they tried to attack us?" 


As if on cue the ship rocked to the side from a blast. 
The officer manning the tactical station called out. "Sir, they're attacking us! Should we return fire?" 


Timo turned around to face him. "I don't think so; we're no match for their fleet of ships." He looked at the Ops 


position "Get us out of here now." 
The officer nodded and flicked the switch for warp drive. 
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Tony groaned and tried to sit upright. He had no idea where he was or what had happened. One minute they 


were in the shuttle and the next wherever this was. 


Jani moaned next to him, pulling himself up to sit on the cold floor. "Where..where are we? There was a 


torpedo heading straight for us." 


Tony winced at the aching muscles in his arms and pushed to sit up. "Well if this is heaven, I'd rather go to 
hell." 


Jani rolled his eyes. He looked around the area to spot an open space in front of him. 


Tony watched Jani get to his feet and walk to the area. "| wouldn't do that if | were you. | doubt whoever 


captured us is going to let us wander around freely.” 

"There's no bars or switches around If there is a force field keeping us back it's not present." 

Tony got to his feet. "Maybe so, but | still don't want to run into it” 

Jani kept walking forward until he was pushed back. He reached out a hand to brush against the invisible force 
field. "Interesting, ours turns red when you hit it. This is like it's not even there. | wonder where they got such 
technology.” 

A voice came out from the hallway. "The same way anyone gets technology above their means - we stole it" 


Tony walked forward. "And who are you? Why have you captured us?" 


The man walked out of the shadows and stopped in front of the force field. He removed his hood to reveal long 
curly light brown hair. "To get information We transported you right before the shuttle blew up." 


Jani turned to Tony. "That means they think we're dead." 


The man nodded. "Exactly, which was our intention all along. They've left you here unaware that you're stil 


alive." 
Tony frowned, shaking his head. "I don't believe you, the captain wouldn't just give up like that." 


The man grinned, his buck teeth sticking out when he did so. "We might have nudged them along but that's 


beside the point. They're not going to come back and face us with such puny armament." 
Jani scoffed. "So what do you plan to do with us?" 
The man's eyebrow rose. "Didn't | just say when | first came in? We need information” 


Tony snorted and folded his arms across his chest. "Then you've wasted your time, we're just low-level 


crewmen with no access to high-level stuff" 


Jani gave Tony a confused look which he ignored. 


The man noticed it though. "Is that so? Hmm, maybe we underestimated our intel. | could have sworn that you 


were more than just lowly crewmen. After all, you tried to fool us with a disguised shuttlecraft." 
"That was all the idea of the Chief Engineer, nothing more." 
"| see. That's a pity because if you were a high ranking officer then you wouldn't be slated to die." 


Tony rolled his eyes. "Somehow | doubt it matters if we give you information or not as to whether we die. l'm 


sure you'd kill us anyway." 
The man smiled again. "Very true, but that's not up for me to decide. That's the captain's job." 
"Then bring him down here, | might as well look my captor in the eyes. After all, you're just an underlining.” 


The smile disappeared from the man's face replaced with a look of disgust. "Why he'd bother to waste time on 
worthless people like you." 


Tony smiled. "The world may never know. So make with the captain, underling.” 

The man walked closer to the force field and sneered in Tony's face. "You won't be smiling for long." 
"Is that a promise?" called out Tony after the man had walked away. 

Jani turned to Tony. "Are you crazy? We don't even know where we are." 


Tony snorted at Jani. "We're on board one of the Kokkola ships above the planet. His accent was enough to tell 


me that." 
"And riling him up was so necessary? Now they're going to kill us for sure." 


Tony nodded and dug into his pants pocket. "Yes, because then | could place his accent. You have to get them 
riled up to hear it. Didn't you bother to pay attention in World Species class?" 


Jani rolled his eyes. "Like | had the chance with you putting me down at every turn 


Tony pushed his emotions to the side again. One of these days he was not going to stop it anymore but today 
was not that day. He flashed a metal object at the force field. 


"What, no reminder that you're in charge and I'm just an underling?" 


Tony made a circular pattern in the force field, making it flutter and show itself to them. He grinned and 


slashed down in it, splitting it apart like curtains covering a window. 

Jani blinked. "How the hell did you do that?" 

Tony put away the tool and stepped outside the cell. "Snagged it from an llarian trader in a bar years ago. He 
kept going on about not being able to be held in any cell because he had it. Then he proceeded to get drunk and 
pass out, so | took it from him." 

Jani stared at Tony. 

Tony ignored it and walked down the hall. He turned to look at Jani. "Coming?" 

Jani blinked a few times and then shrugged, following Tony down the hall. 
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They kept walking down the hall, which seemed to last forever. 


Jani looked around the area when they passed various dark colored doors. "Shouldn't we try one of these doors 


to see where they lead?" 
Tony shook his head and kept walking. "No, they don't lead anywhere we need to be." 
"How do you know?" 


"Because I've seen one of these before. The military captures them all of the time. Don't you ever read the 


crew briefings?" 


Jani scoffed. "Who has time for that? I'm too busy busting my ass to keep the ship from falling apart. You'd 


know that since you watch my every move" 


Tony continued past an intersection. "lm only trying to keep you in line. | don't delight in badgering you if that's 
what you think. I'm just doing my job." 


"And your job involves treating me like shit? | never get any gruff from the other officers, just you." 


Tony stopped short and turned to face Jani. "I don't treat you like shit. If you'd just stop slacking on things, | 


wouldn't need to be on you so much." 


Jani shook his head and started walking down the hall. "You never let up, do you? It's your stupid obsession 
with my life that got us in this mess in the first place.” 


Tony moved ahead of Jani. "I didn't do it for you, | did it for Marko." 


Jani opened his mouth to respond but was cut off by the sound of a plasma weapon being turned on 
Tony stopped short in front of a gathering of men with guns aimed at them. 

A tall man with short curly black hair stood in front of Tony. He grinned and said, "Going somewhere?" 
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Tony and Jani were thrown to the floor on the bridge of the ship. They both looked over at each other before 
getting up. 


The tall man from the hallway smiled down at them. "| honor your resolve in getting out of our cells. No one 


man has ever escaped from them, so | must ask how you did it." 
Tony snorted at the man. "You really think I'm going to tell you that?" 


The man grinned harder. "Of course you're going to tell us. That's why you're here in the first place and not 
destroyed like your ship was." 


Tony rolled his eyes. "As | told your underling, we're just lowly crewmen. We have no knowledge to give." 


"Somehow | don't believe you. Lowly crewmen as you say don't have weapons that cut through force fields so 


easi ly." 


Tony shrugged. "So we've stolen a few things over the years, so what. That doesn't mean we know anything 


beyond that." 


The man moved away from them to sit down in his command chair, indicating that he was the captain. "We 


shall see." He motioned to a tall man with a mass of curly black hair. "Persuade them." 


The man approached Jani and looked down. Jani looked up, craning his neck in the process because the man was 
so much taller than he was. "Are all of you this tall?" 


The man blinked and then shrugged. 

Tony turned to the captain "A regular chatterbox, isn't he?" 

The man grabbed Jan's arm and started to twist it. Jani screamed out of in pain "I don't know what you want!" 
The Captain smiled. "Good, he's cooperative. Now let's see what he knows. What are the defense capabilities of 


your mothership? | know full well that you weren't cruising around the stars in a shuttlecraft as | saw your 


ship abandon you on our radar." 


Jani grimaced, the twisting starting to lessen. "I don't work in the defense section, | only do navigation” 
The Captain frowned. "Well, that's no good. How about the other one?" 

The man let go of Jani and moved over to Tony. 

Tony looked up at him. "Don't even try it. It will be over before you get the chance." 


The man rolled his eyes and reached for Tony's arm. Tony moved away and pointed a plasma gun at his 


stomach. "Go ahead, try me." 


The Captain's eyebrow rose. "Where did you get that from?" He turned to the hooded man from before. 
"Henkka, | told you to search them thoroughly.” 


Henkka shuffled his feet. "I didn't see anything on them. Any weapon would have left a trace of heat and there 


was none when | scanned them." 


Tony snorted. "Thats because it's not a military grade weapon. This one came from an Ilarian. They tend to be 


really crafty when it comes to weapons. You never know what you'll find on one." 

Jani glanced over at Tony. "You stole from two of them?" 

"No, from the same guy. It's not my fault he couldn't hold his liquor." 

Jani blinked. "When the hell did you have the time to do this?" 

"None of your business, besides this isn't the time for that." 

The Captain snorted. "Quite right" He glanced over at the tall man looming over Tony. "Pasi, get it from him" 
Tony flicked it on, glowing purple and pink. "How fast are you, Pasi?" 

Pasi blinked and then knocked the gun out of Tony's hand - all in a few seconds. 

Tony frowned at the action and his empty hand. "You're faster than | thought." 

Jani groaned. "Nice one, Kakko." 

Tony glared at Jani. "Shut up, | don't see you doing much other than giving up so easily.” 


An officer near the Captain whispered something into his ear. The Captain grinned and looked over at Tony. "It 


seems you're not lowly crewmen after all. At least one of you isn't.” 


Tony swore under his breath and hit Jani on the arm. “Thanks for telling them my name." 


"Welcome to my ship, first officer Tony Kakko of the Stratovarius. Something tells me that you will know the 
defense capabilities of your ship.” 


Tony held his ground. "If you think I'm going to roll over and let you have your way like Liimatainen here, 


you're wrong." 

The officer next to the Captain whispered something else into his ear. Captain nodded at him and turned back 
to Jani and Tony. "There's no need to torture you, Tony Kakko. | have something better instead" He motioned 
for Pasi again. 

Pasi grabbed Jani's arm again, waiting for the Captain's order. 

"No, that's too easy. Go for his legs." 


Tony took a deep breath, pushing his emotions to the side again. 


The Captain watched Tony's reaction when Pasi proceeded to kick out Jan's legs from under him and twist 


them at the knee. "No reaction to all of this, Tony Kakko? This is very interesting.” 
Tony glared at the Captain but said nothing. 


Pasi put his foot on Jani's right knee and pushed down. Jani screamed and squirmed below him. "Stop, dammit! 


Ill tell you what you want to know!" 


Tony shook his head at the Captain. "He doesn't know anything. Hell, he doesn't even read the information 


provided for him anyway. It serves no purpose to torture him." 


The Captain smiled at Tony. "It's not him I'm torturing, it's you. From our intel you are associated with his man, 


almost like his protector and that makes you vulnerable." 
Pasi pressed down with his weight, intent on crushing Jani's knee. 
‘Stop! There are better ways to get this." 


All eyes turned to Henkka. He sighed under their gaze. “This Jani guy is just a dumb crewman, I've seen his file 
and he's not very good at his job to begin with. | can just brain scan both of them and be done with it" 


The Captain's eyebrow rose at Henkka. "Did | ask your permission?" 


"No, but it will be easier than watching this which serves no purpose. Let me scan them and then you can 


dump them on the planet below. Or kill them, | don't care." 

The Captain thought for a moment and then nodded. "Very well, scan them. We can always torture them later: 
Henkka sighed and motioned to Pasi. "Come on, bring them and follow me. Try not to kill them in the process” 
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Henkka led Jani to a chair with a dangling piece of hardware overhead 

Jani looked up and swallowed hard. "Is that going on my head?" 

Henkka tapped a few buttons to lower the dome. "It's going to scan your head while | ask you some questions’ 


"As Tony and | have said many times to your captain, | don't know much of anything except for navigation. 


Defense shields and the like aren't even in my head so scanning it isn't going to do much good." 


Tony watched off to the side next to Pasi. "And you won't get much of the navigation aspect either with how 
hard he studies." 


Jani rolled his eyes. "Thats only what you see, which has never been the whole picture. As usual, you're stil 


narrow-minded when it comes to me." 
Henkka snorted and looked down at Jani. "So what's the deal between you two? Are you lovers or something?" 
Tony's eyes bugged out. "What?" 


Jani laughed, shaking his head at Henkka. "If | was ever into guys, he'd have to be the last person in every 


galaxy for me to even marginally consider it. And even then it would take a lot of booze." 
Tony frowned but didn't say anything. 


Henkka looked over at Tony and chuckled. "What did you expect him to say? You guys have been at each 


other's throats since you got here. Hell, we could hear you arguing on your ship as well." 


Tony sighed, folding his arms across his chest. "It's not like | even had a choice. | never had a choice to join the 
military, | never had a choice of looking after Jani or even being in command. All of them were given to me 


without asking." He bit his lip and stared at the floor. "No one ever asked how | felt." 
Henkka's eyebrow rose. "You were tasked with looking over him? Why, is really that bad at his job?" 


Jani's face clouded over in anger. "lim not bad at my job! Its his stupid father's fault. If he hadn't rescued 
mine in the Great War of 2105 | wouldn't even be here." 


Henkka blinked at Jani. "You'd rather be dead?" 
Jani shrugged. "Anything is better than being under Tony's thumb." 
"You didn't have a choice in joining the military either?" 


Jani shook his head. "No, it was forced on me too. | was the right age and had no plans, so my father shipped 


me off to boot camp. Thats where Tony's needling began over me." 

Tony pushed his emotions to the side, each time getting harder and harder to keep it inside. "As | said before, | 
didn't get a choice who | looked after. My father insisted that | be with Jan's group. Since | got there before 
he did, | became his superior officer." 

Henkka flicked a few more switches. "And you didn't abuse that privilege in the slightest, did you?" 


"What's that supposed to mean? | was ordered to do everything that | ever did concerning Jani or anyone else." 


Jani snorted at Tony. "What about this mission? You weren't even scheduled to be on that ship in the first 
place. You pushed your way into it like you do any other time. " 


"This was different. | was doing it for Marko, not like | had a choice in that either as he guilted me into doing 
it. | hope he actually remembers that, now that l'm dead in their eyes." 


Jani rolled his eyes. "Can we start this already? l'm tired of listening to him make it be everyone else's fault 


for his existence." 

Henkka nodded and started the scan. "Very well, lets begin with a few easy questions. State your name." 
Jani's eyes rolled back into his head. "What..what's going on... 

Henkka tapped Jani's arm. "It's the machine. State your name." 

Jani's lips parted, his eyes having troubles staying open. "Name..Jani." 

"Your full name, Jani." 

Jani groaned. "Jani..Allan Kristian Liimatainen" 

Henkka nodded and hit another button. "Good. Now your position on your former ship - grade and title." 


"Officer grade 2, Junior Navigations Officer. 


Henkka turned a knob. "Ok, where were you trained for your officer duties?" 

"Titan, in the floating observatory. Tony. Tony always on me to do better. why can't he leave me alone... 
Tony's jaw clenched. "Because you always half-assed your way through the courses” 

Henkka glared at Tony. "Shut up, I'l get to you later: 


Tony shook his head. "This is a waste of time. You're never going to get anything out of him at this rate. All 


you're going to do is turn his mind into sludge." 

Henkka turned back to Jani. "What are the defense capabilities of your former ship?" 
"Defense? | only navigate. Marko did more with defense than | did" 

Henkka frowned. "And who is Marko?" 

"Marko.Marko was my friend, we hung out a lot." 

A frown crept across Tony's face. 

Henkka sighed. "And did Marko tell you about his job?" 

"No, not really. Most times we complained about Tony and shared a beer." 


The frown deepened on Tony's face. He could feel the emotions cropping up again and shoved them to the side 


as far as he could 
Henkka glanced up at Tony and frowned. "What, no witty response to that?" 
Tony shook his head and said nothing. 


"We hung out a lot because there wasn't much going on off duty. We used to spend time with others but Tony 
sent them off to their deaths." 


Anger moved through Tony's veins but tried to rein it in. This wasn't the time or place for it. 


Henkka looked back at Jani. "Sent them to their deaths? He had them killed because they were hanging out with 


you?" 
"Maybe, but | don't know. I've never been privy to what my bosses do." 


Henkka shook his head, flicked off the machine. 


Jani's eyes opened slowly. "What..am | done?" 


Henkka nodded and helped Jani up from the chair. "Yes, I've heard enough to know that you don't have what we 


want." 
Jani staggered over to Pasi who reached out to steady him. 


Tony took a deep breath and looked over at Henkka. “Can't you just say that you scanned me and let us 


escape?" 


Henkka rolled his eyes and moved out from behind the machine. He grabbed Tony by the arm and dragged him 


to the chair. "Not a chance." 
Tony swallowed hard as the overhead device lowered over his head. "Before we start this, | did not have them 
killed. My captain told me to use those men for a mission. I'm not about to start disobeying my commanding 


officer, even if sometimes | really want to. | do as l'm told." 


Henkka shook his head. "And yet you let it happen anyway. Don't you care about anyone other than yourself? 


Everything you've said today is only to make you look innocent.” 
Tony reached out to stop Henkka from turning the machine on. "I never claimed | was innocent. I've done plenty 
of things that if | could I'd take back. You can't solely judge me on what he says while drugged up from your 


machine." 


Henkka shrugged off Tony grip and started up the machine. "No, but | can judge you by what you say while 
drugged up as you say. This machine strips away the built-up filters we have inside, only the truth is left” 


Tony felt the machine cloud his brain He remembered back to officer training and resisted it. 
Henkka tapped on the few buttons. "You can't resist, no matter how hard you try." 

Tony's eyes drifted shut, his mind walling up his thoughts and emotions. 

Henkka frowned and tapped more buttons. "Stop it! You can't resist 


Tony took a deep breath, letting the emotions he'd been keeping for years attack the machine's probes into his 
mind. 


Henkka swore and frantically tapped more buttons. He shoved the dial to the fullest setting. "You're not getting 
off that easily!" 


Jani snorted from across the room. "Why does this not surprise me? He's taken to annoying you now. | 


wouldn't wish that upon anyone, not even the vicious Kelyans." 


Henkka was still tapping more buttons when a loud bang sounded. He stared in horror at the smoke coming 


from his machine. "No, no! What the hell?" 
Tony's eyes fluttered open. "Hmmm, | don't feel like I've been probed. You sure its working still?" 


Henkka rounded on Tony, grabbing the front of his uniform and shaking him. "You did this! | should have left 


you to the captain's pleasure. At least | wouldn't have a broken machine because of it" 

"| guess it was no match for me. Got anything else?" 

Pasi turned to see the Captain enter the room. 

The Captain eyed the situation and said, "Let me guess, he broke your machine?" 

Henkka let Tony go. "Yes, but | got enough information from his crew member to tide you over. Despite what 
he said out loud, his mind filled in the blanks for mission information we've been seeking like codes for the 


shuttles and secure areas." He nodded at Jani. "He could be valuable later on for bargaining." 


The Captain frowned. "But he's just a crewman, Wouldn't Tony Kakko be more valuable? He's a second in 


command." 


Henkka looked at Tony before turning back to the Captain. "Maybe but without my machine, we can't get the 


locked away information. Torturing him does no good as you've seen yourself.” 
"But torturing the other one does get a rise out of him." 


Henkka shrugged. "Maybe, you can't be sure and | really think with some time we could persuade him to be on 


our side." 
Tony snorted. "Not a chance in hell" 


Henkka glared at Tony. "I wasn't talking about you; | was talking about Jari. I'm sure he'd jump at a chance to 


join us." 

Tony blinked and looked over at Jani. "You would?" 

"Like | said before, anything is better than being under your thumb." 

Tony looked back at the Captain and Henkka. "I'm not leaving him so there goes your plan 


The Captain stroked his chin. "Unless we get rid of you first. After all, you resisted our machines and torture." 


Tony shook his head. "I'm not leaving without Jari. Torture me if you must but I'm not letting him out of my 
sight. I've been tasked with it and | damn well will carry it out!" 


The Captain thought for a moment. "Are we still firing at the planet or have we gotten what we came for?" 
Henkka shrugged. "Beats me, you never tell me either way. I'd assume we haven't found it yet" 
Tony looked between them. "Found what? The planet is a wasteland. There's nothing to find" 


The Captain smiled and snapped his fingers. "I have an idea." He turned to face Jani. "F | do what I'm thinking of, 
do you swear to be loyal to the Kokkola tribe? You can't go back to your former life if you say yes." 


Tony looked over to Jani. "You're not to answer that question, Liimatainen. That's an order!" 


Jani glanced over at Tony and then back to the Captain. He sighed and said, "Yes. I'm dead anyway so it's not 
like | have a reputation to uphold" 


Tony stared at Jani. "I can't believe you'd throw away your career like this..to join these thieves. Is your life 


really worth that little?" 


Jani moved out of Pasi's grasp to stand in front of Tony. "I would murder someone if it got me away from 


you." 
The Captain nodded at Pasi who grabbed Tony. "I think it's time for you to leave, Tony Kakko." 


EEKE EE EE KK 


Tony screamed the whole way to the cargo bay, wiggling so much in Pasi's grasp that he had to tighten his 


hold leaving bruises on Tony's skin 

The Captain nodded at a broken down shuttle. "Welcome to your new home, such as it is." 
Tony turned back to look at Jani. "lim not going without him." 

The Captain nodded at Pasi. 


Pasi dragged Tony over to the shuttle and opened it. He shoved Tony in and closed the door, looking back at the 
Captain with a pained look. 


The Captain snorted. "He is a feisty one, isn't he?" He turned to Jani. "To prove your loyalty to the tribe, you 
will launch that shuttle at the planet." 


Jani sighed and moved over the command station. He peered at it and frowned. "I can't read this." 


Henkka stood beside him. "Doesn't matter, most people can't and I'm a third generation Kokkola. Just tap that 
top button twice to open the bay doors and that lower right button to launch the ship." 


Jani glanced up from the display at the shuttle. He saw Tony's face looking out at him, pleading for help with 
his eyes. “Sorry Tony, but | have to do this. For once in my life, I'm standing up to you and you can't do 
anything to stop me." 


The bay doors emitted a loud siren sound and started to open An outline of the planet below came into view, 


glowing red with plasma fire. 


Jani saw Tony move away from the window and scramble for the controls of the ship. He pressed the lower 


right button. "Goodbye." 


PEKEE EE 


Chapter 3 


Tony tapped the buttons to get a response but it was too late. As soon as the ship was taken into the 


atmosphere of the planet, he was at its mercy. 

And he wouldn't be getting any leniency from a planet anytime soon. 

He pushed the overwhelming emotions to the side again, though they filled his eyes with tears. The idea of Jani 
chucking him into space like garbage stung at his heart. Not that they were ever close but he thought maybe 


deep down Jani cared enough to not abandon him. 


The ship rocked around in the atmosphere, missing the blasts from the Kokkola fleet by mere inches. One blast 
from those and Tony would be just another ingredient in the space dust. 


Tony shook his head. It wasn't supposed to end like this, unwanted and worthless. Had his life up to this point 
just led to this inevitable moment? Bound to fail at his task and no one caring either way. 


Not that he gave them much of a reason. He learned long ago to not let anyone get that close to his heart, 
for fear of them leaving like his mother had years ago when he was a teen. She was the only person in his life 
that wanted him to be whatever he wanted to be. Too bad his father wanted none of that and thrust him into 
a career he didn't even want. 

The ship broke free of the upper atmosphere and hurdled down to the surface below. 

Tony closed his eyes, unwilling to see when the shuttle smashed into the ground. 


FEKE KE KK 


A cough escaped Tony's lips and his eyes fluttered open. He tried to move but his body was held tight by 


something. 
It took him a few seconds to realize he was being carried away from his ship. 


Tony frowned, his brain trying to figure out how a deserted planet still had people on it. Or maybe he was just 
being carried by a predator? Fear coursed through his veins and he started to struggle in the arms. 


"Stop moving or you'll knock both of us over." 


Tony blinked at the smooth sounding voice and looked up. He gasped to find he was being carried by a man with 
long brown hair and dark eyes. Muscles on his arms rippled as he held Tony tight to his bare chest. 


The man carried Tony to a nearby cave and deposited him on the ground. He made a move to leave when Tony 


called out. 

"Wait! You can leave me here. | don't even know where | am." 

The man gave Tony a pained look "You are on Tsetsetest. Or in your language, Sonata V." 

"Ok, but who are you? Why do you live on this barren place?" 

The man sighed. "Does it matter? Your ship will come for you soon anyway." 

Tony stared down at the ground, a frown covering his face. "No, they won't. I've been abandoned here to die." 
The man's eyebrow rose. "Why? Did you kill someone?" 

Tony shook his head. "No, just ended up where | shouldn't have. Like most of the times in my life.” 

The man headed for the opening. "Sorry, but that's not my problem." 


Tony scrambled up to his feet, groaning in pain once he did so. "Wait, | have nothing with me. You'd just leave 


me to die?" 
"Your life is not my concern" 
Tony snorted. "Then why save me at all?" 


The man nodded toward Tony's destroyed ship. "You were in the way. | plan to salvage your ship for tools and | 
can't do that when you're still there." 


Tony moved over to grab the man's arm. "You can't let me just die in here. At least tell me where to find 


food or shelter or others that can help me." 


The man shook off Tony's arm. "No one will help you here. You're an outsider and therefore dangerous to our 


people. | will share no secrets with you." 


With that the man walked out, leaving Tony alone. Tony wandered over to stand in the opening, watching the 


man, wearing only a swath of tanned leather over his waist, dissemble his ship piece by piece. 
Tony looked around the cave which was void of anything on the walls or even small rocks. He touched the wall, 
steading the emotions forcing to break free. With each passing second, they pushed harder and harder at him, 


sending him down to his knees. 


His body collapsed on the ground, tears filling his eyes and sobs coming out in gasps. 


He'd finally let the emotions out and there was nothing he could do to stop them. 


PEKEE 


The man who rescued Tony looked back at the cave expecting him to follow but he didn’t. He shrugged and 


dragged the large pieces of metal into another cave. 

Another man came forward out of the darkness to help him. "Where did this come from?" 
"From the sky, crashing on our planet.” 

The man cocked his head to the side. "Any survivors?" 


"Yes, the pilot. He's in the cave opposite us. It has nothing in it nor trails to our city, just a simple cave to hide 


from the sun" 
The man itched at his brown beard "What should we do with him?" 


"Have someone keep an eye on the cave, but beyond that | don't see any harm for him to be there. He'll be 


dead soon anyway." 

The man patted him on the shoulder. "Good work, Elias. | hope you're right about that man" 
FEKE EE KK 

Elias laid in bed tossing and turning. 


Visions of the elder gods who protected them filled his head. Many of them spoke of a man who would help 
the tribe but when Elias tried to focus on the man he got further out of reach. 


Elias woke with a start, panting for a breath, sweat rolling down his bare chest. 

Who was this man they spoke of? Could it be related to the man who crashed down on their planet? 
Elias climbed out of his bed, heading out to the cave which faced the man's cave. 

There was a man from his tribe there, watching the cave intently. He itched at his beard and sighed. 
Elias sat beside him. "Has anything come out of it yet?" 

The man smiled at Elias. "No, not yet. | fear he might be dead" 


Elias looked out at the cave. "I've been having visions, of our elders." 


The man's eyes widened. "You have? What do they say?" 


"They talk of a man who will join our tribe but when he appears | can't see what he looks like. | reach out to 


touch him and he disappears. What could it mean?" 


The man itched his beard again. "It might mean that this man they talk of is dying. Could be why he's fading 


away from you." 
"But dying where? Here? | saw no other crashes other than his." 


The man motioned to the cave. "Have you ever thought maybe it was him? | haven't seen any ships come for 


him or anything.” 
"He told me he was abandoned on this planet, and that no one would be back for him." 


The man smiled and patted Elias on the arm. "Then it looks like the path is clear. At least find out if he's dead 


or not" 

Elias sighed and got up to head across the way. 

OOK 

Tony was laying on his side, facing toward the back wall of the cave, when Elias found him. 

Elias leaned down to see his face covered with tears and trembling lips. "Um, hey. Are you still alive?" 
Tony clenched his eyes shut. "Leave me alone. Just. just let me die in peace." 


Elias sighed and sat beside Tony's body. "The gods won't let me, assuming you're the one they keep telling me 
about. A great one who will save our tribe." 


Tony curled up inward. "| can't even help myself. Or anyone else for that matter. | knew they would probably 
die and | let it happen. They died because | couldn't stand up to my captain, to question his order." 


"| don't understand what you're talking about, and if what you say is true, then it's in the past. The past can't 
hurt us when it's passed." 


Tony blinked. "How can you say that? The past is always there haunting us to change it” 


Elias' eyebrow rose. "ls that how it is for you? My people don't dwell on what has happened but prefers to 
plan out the future. The gods will know when to tell us something important" 


Tony scoffed. "I never needed religion A waste of time if you ask me." 

"Those are not the words of someone chosen by the gods" 

"Then maybe l'm not the chosen one after all’ 

Elias thought for a moment and then lay down beside Tony's body. *Let's make sure” 


Tony turned his head to see Elias fall asleep beside him. He blinked at him while he slipped into a deep sleep, 


twitching from the dreams. "How..how can you clear your mind so well and not have trouble sleeping?" 


Elias jerked a few times more before gasping and sitting up. He glanced around the cave with a frown. 
"Where..where am |?" 


Tony grunted and pushed himself up to a sitting position. "Searching for a vision or something." 


Elias turned to look at Tony. "Yes, yes that's it. You are the chosen one, but we need to repair your body and 


mind." 

Tony backed away from Elias. "You're not cracking open my skull” 

Elias blinked and then laughed. "We do not practice such barbaric things. The chief will know how to proceed." 
Tony tried to move further away from Elias but he was grabbed and held by Elias’ strong arms. "Let me go!" 


Elias gave him a pained look. "Would you rather be wasting away in this cave? | can promise you its a not a 


pleasant experience." He stopped to look into Tony's eyes. "I promise that nothing will harm you if I'm nearby." 
Tony blinked. 
Elias smiled and carried Tony out of the cave. 


PEKEE 


They walked through a maze of caves so convoluted that it started to make Tony's head spin. How did they 


make such elaborate cuttings into solid rock? 
Elias nodded at people who looked at him along the way but said nothing. 


Tony blinked at their dark features in the low light. They appeared and disappeared from the hallways like 


roaming ghosts. 


Elias stopped in front of an entrance with strange writing over the top. He placed Tony on the ground. "| need 


to speak with the chief before | can bring you in You're a stranger here and | don't want others to be 


frightened." 

Tony's eyes widened at the sight of a glowing face behind Elias. "What..what is that?" 

Elias turned around, flushing and bowing to the man. "Chief, | didn't mean to disturb you." 

The chief glanced at Elias and motioned to Tony. "Bring him inside, I've been expecting him for some time now." 
Elias picked Tony up and stepped inside the chief's room. 

The walls were decorated with pictures of humans hunting vicious looking animals with glowing red eyes. Some 
held brightly decorated tapestries of gatherings of men with weapons raised while others had the same men 


offering prayers to the gods. 


"Place him in the circle, Elias. We need to cleanse his mind first, its filled with visions of despair and heartache. 


His body will not heal until we've taken care of his mind." 


Tony wiggled in Elias' arms as he placed him in the circle. "I don't know what you're talking about but I'm not 
getting brainwashed by some chief" 


The chief's thick brown eyebrow rose. "Is that what you think we're going to do?" 

"Well you said cleanse my mind, how else do you want me to think of it?" 

The chief laughed, his stocky body shaking as he did so. "You are an impatient one, aren't you? No, | will not 
remove anything from your brain, but you will feel at peace when I'm done. Or at least on the path to peace. 
Elias will help with the rest." 


Elias blinked. "I will?" 


The chief nodded. "You will. I've decided that since you came together as the gods have decided, you shall 


remain together in the healing process. He will need someone for comfort during it." 


Elias backed away from the circle. 


The chief's eyes twinkled when he smiled at Elias. "Do not think of it as a burden, Elias. You will find that if you 


let yourself care, then it will come to fruition naturally." 
Tony stared down at his hands. "It's ok, I'm used to people not caring about me." 


The chief reached into the circle to touch Tony's face. "Don't doubt the power of healing, you might find that 


you will be loved by many in time." 


Tony blinked, his eyes filling with tears. 

The chief stroked Tony's face before placing his hand on the top of Tony's head. "You will see lots of things in 
your visions, do not be afraid of them as they can't harm you while I'm here." He studied the frown on Tony's 
face as his eyes closed "Take a deep breath and let them flow out. | shall guide you." 

EEE 

Tony glided through the air and looked around the blackness. "Where am |?" 


His voice bounced around the darkness but no one replied. 


Eventually, he floated above a cemetery and landed in front of one of the graves. Tears filled Tony's eyes, he 


didn't even need to look at the name to know who it was. 

"This person appears in your mind several times. Was she special to you?" 

Tony looked around for the source of the voice. "Where are you?" 

"I am not physically there with you, but | can see as you do. Was she a family member?" 

Tony sighed, letting the tears roll down his face. "She was my mother, the only person who ever loved me. 
She'd encourage me to do anything that | set my mind to. That is until she died when | was a teen. Then | was 


left with nothing." 


"l see, so she is a torch you hold to your past. You will need to come to terms with her death and be happy 
she is with the gods now." 


Tony shook his head and reached out for the gravestone, tracing over the etched letters. "I can't. She was the 


only one who believed in me. Without her, | would have ended my life years ago." 
"There is much to repair in here." 

Tony leaned against the gravestone and sobbed. 

"What was your first memory of your mother?" 

Tony pulled his head up. "I don't know. Probably when | was a baby." 


‘lm guessing it's earlier than that. At one point the two of you were connected, you were a part of her until 


your birth. Think back, Tony, its in there.” 


Tony let his eyes drift shut and images of a warm place filled his brain, being held by his mother's womb. "I 


remember being inside her. It was safe." 


"Good, hold onto that memory and let it fill your being. The safety you seek is within you, Tony, all you have 
to do is hold onto it" 


Tony let it wash over him, the despair of his mother's death and wishing she were still alive left his mind and 


was replaced with that warm place before he was born. 
"There, open your eyes and look at her grave once more. How do you feel now?" 


Tony hesitated and then opened his eyes. There before him was the same grave but he felt nothing for it. No 
sadness or despair, no loneliness and pain. "What.how did you do that?" 


He could almost feel the chief smile before answering, "As | said | would do, I'm helping you cleanse your mind. 


You will still remember your mother, but only the warm loving memories will remain.” 
Tony shook his head. "You mean | won't remember her death anymore? Isn't that repressing it?" 
"Not at all, you will remember but it will be different. You will see for yourself when we're done with this." 


Tony blinked, flashes of light filled his eyes as the scene changed into a white old house. The hands that hung 
down at his sides balled into fists. 


There before him was a man a little taller than Tony who had the same long facial features as Tony did. 
Tony advanced on the man, anger filling his being. "You. Why are you here? Go! Leave me like you have before." 


The voice in Tony's head sighed. "Tony, this anger you feel for this man needs to be resolved before we can 


proceed. | assume he's your father." 


Tony snorted, standing in front of the man shaking with anger. "Some father he was, always putting me down 
and dismissing my thoughts. He deserved to die first, not my mother." 


"This isn't helping, Tony. You need to come to terms with this strife.” 
Tony grinned and raised his fist into the air. "Just what | was intending to do." 
"Violence is not the answer." 


Tony punched the vision of his father in the mouth. He shoved him to the ground and started pummeling him. 
| hated you! Why are you still alive? You worthless shell of a man, | hope you rot in helll" 


The voice sighed in Tony's head. 


After a few minutes, air whistled out of Tony's mouth. He looked down at his hands which were covered in his 


father's blood and frowned. 


"The sins of your actions. Your father was instilling in you what he thought was best. Though did you not 


realize that even his actions were forced as well?" 

Tony glanced up. "I don't understand” 

"Your father was forced into the military by your grandfather, who was forced into the military by his 
father. Don't you see, all of your fates are tied together? The only difference is you knew while doing it that 
you didn't want that fate. They accepted it over time but you rebelled against it at every step." 


Tony sat down on the ground, staring at his bloodied hands. "And all | did was bully others as my father did to 


me. 
"You did, that is indeed part of your past, but you still felt guilty for it later. The other men of your family 
did not, and there lies the difference between you and them. You fought back while they made do. Tony, you're 
stronger than they are. There's no need to bring yourself down to their level and use violence as a way to 
exorcise your past" 


Tony glanced down at his father's body. 


"Don't feel hatred for him, pity him for his inability to choose like you've done for yourself. The gods will tell 


him the error of his ways when he leaves this plane of existence." 

Tears filled Tony's eyes. 

"You don't need to say anything further for this, | can already feel a change brewing within you." 
Tony nodded, sniffing and wiping his eyes with his shirt sleeve. 


"We have more one in your past that has taken over your mind. The rest will fade away with time. Elias will 


help with that.” 

Tony got up from the ground, his bloodied hands cleaning themselves and his father disappearing. "I'm ready." 
A man dressed in a military uniform with red hair appeared in front of Tony. 

Tony sighed, shaking his head. "You just had to bring him up, didn't you?" 


"He is tied to your life, almost as closely as your own family is. A friend?" 


Tony looked into the cold blue eyes of the man. "No, he hated me with every fiber in his being. And | didn't 


give him a reason not to." 
The man blinked at Tony, watching him intently. 
"And his name is?" 


Tony sighed. "Jani Liimatainen. | was his commanding officer until he abandoned me on this planet and left me 


for dead. He chose to partner up with a thieving race than spend any more time with me." 


"And yet you care deeply for this man. It's not just frustration and anger that | feel from you when you look 
at him." 


Tony looked at his hands. "| was tasked with looking after him by my father, one of the many reasons | hated 


him for." 
"And you took your frustrations out on Jani." 


Tony nodded, reaching out to touch Jani's arm. "It's the only way | could cope with it, | guess. I'm not proud of 
it, but | wanted to follow orders." 


"But you were particularly mean to this one at times. The things | see in your mind border on abuse and 


hatred. And yet, | believe you wanted him to care for you." 


Tony sighed. "I had no one but him around me. Marko would talk to me occasionally but we were never that 


close. | was desperate for someone to want me after my mother died. My father never wanted me and neither 


did Jani." 


"Then your path is clear, you must come to terms with your feelings for Jani and come to terms with his 


decision" 


Tony shook his head. "It's not as easy as you make it to be. | don't even know what | feel for him in the first 


place." 


"Look into his eyes, and let whatever comes out come out. There is no holding back here, only confrontation of 


your fears and anger. Even though he's not the real Jani Liimatainen, this is your chance to tell him how you 


feel." 


Tony let go of Jan's arm, cupping his face with both hands instead. "I hated looking after you, but more than 
that | hated my father for saving yours. Maybe | resented the idea that he cared more for your father than 


myself. Regardless, | shouldn't have blamed you for something you never even caused. l'm sorry." 


Jani's eyes filled with tears. 

Tony let go of his face, pulling him into a tight hug and stroking the top of his head. "I treated you like garbage 
for so long that I'm surprised you didn't kill me for it. You had every right to leave me here, after all what 
would your life be with me constantly putting you down? I'm so sorry for that." 

Jani made no move to comfort Tony back. 

Tony pulled back a little. "Why do you just stand there?" 


"Because he's not the real Jani Liimatainen. He has no feelings for you; he's just a copy of the real one." 


Tony let go of Jani and stared at the ground. "So this is my fate, to hug a fake Jani and wish for him to want 


me back." 

"No Tony, it is not. Fate has already determined something else for you. | just wanted to give you a chance to 
come to terms with him. | can't profess to know how the real Jani would react but this one was moved 
enough to tears so anything is possible." 


Tony nodded. "So, am | healed?" 


"Not quite, but you are on the right path to it. This is all for today as you will need rest to recover from 
what has happened." 


KEKEKE 


Tony blinked his eyes open and stared up at the chief. His dark eyes looked down curiously at him. "What..where 


am |?" 

The chief smiled. "You are where you belorg, Tony. Welcome to your new home." 

Tony sat up slowly, his head a jumble of thoughts and memories. "It's all so weird in my head." 

The chief touched Tony's arm. "It wil be for a few days, there was a lot we resolved in a short amount of 
time. Rest as long as you need to." He turned to Elias who had been watching them. "Give him a room in the 
east wing. It's quiet so he'll have plenty of time to fully rest.” 

Tony stared up at Elias, frowning at the soft brown eyes looked down at him. 


"What?" 


Tony shrugged. "I'm not sure. Maybe | didn't notice you had brown eyes before." 


The chief smiled. "There will be a lot of things you will start to notice now. Your pain will no longer hold back 
your wonder of discovery. But first, you need rest." 


Tony got up to his feet, staggering into Elias’ arms when he lost his balance. He ducked down his head. "Sorry, 


my feet don't want to work" 

"It happens after those have been healed. | was this way when | was healed years ago" 

Tony frowned. “You're not from this planet?" 

Elias opened his mouth but the chief gave him a look. ‘Let's get you rested first. I'm sure you're tired’ 
Tony blinked and then nodded. "Yes, | am tired’ 

RB EE BE EE EE 


Elias led Tony down several cave halls before stopping in front of a door with yellow trim. "Here's your room. 


Its quiet here for those who have been healed or need silence to meditate." 


Tony peered inside to find a simple bed of animal skins, though not from any animal he'd seen before. They 


were colored red with thick black stripes. "What kind of animal is this? I've never seen colors like these." 


Elias sighed and bit his lip. "They're not translated into your language. In ours they are the prkrara, the 


darkness killers." 
"Darkness killers? That's an odd name for a predator." 


Elias shrugged. "That's what they've always been known to me. It's what | hunt when | have nothing else to do. 
I'm the main hunter for this tribe." 


"| can bet, your arms are thicker than my thighs. 

Elias blushed a little before backing out of the room. "I should leave you now! 
"Wait, can | tell you something before you go? It won't take long’ 

Elias walked back inside to stand in front of Tony. 


Tony swallowed hard. "I wanted to apologize for what | said when | first arrived It was rude of me to expect 


that you'd help me." 


"| was rude as well, so we're both even in that regard. | should be more open to those in need. The chief said 


it's one of the things | need to work on 


"So he's like your teacher?" 


Elias nodded. "Something like that. More like a guide but teacher works too. | learn a lot by just being in 


presence." 
Tony glanced down at the floor. "So you were there the whole time we were talking in my head?" 


"Yes, | was supposed to stay as a witness. It's not anything | haven't heard before of those who have come 


before you." 

Tony sat down on his bed. "You're from another planet, aren't you?" 

Elias bit his lip and sat next to Tony on the bed. "l'm not really supposed to tell you this, but yes | came here 
when | was a teen. The spaceship my family was on got damaged and my father shoved me into one of the 
escape pods. | watched from the pod as the ship was destroyed and the blast rocketed me to this planet" 


Tony played with his hands. "Did they ignore you too?" 


"For a little while until the chief told them to bring me to him. | was frightened and scared, not sure of 
anything anymore. My parents did everything for me so | had no idea what to do.” 


"And the chief helped you with that?" 

Elias smiled to himself. "Yes, over time. | was stubborn at first but when | went on my first hunt, | knew what 
| was born to do. It came easily to me and | reveled in the praise. Though the chief said to not let it go to my 

head. As a sixteen-year-old kid, | couldn't help to drink it all in" 

| can understand that. And now you provide for the tribe." 

"Exactly. | mean, we have other hunters as well in case I'm injured but I'm the main one. We don't have to hunt 
every day because the animals are large and feed the tribe for almost a week with just a few kills. There's no 

need to take more than you need" 

Tony blinked his eyes to make them stay open but they refused to listen 

Elias patted Tony's arm. "Get some sleep, you need your rest." 

Tony laid down in bed. "How do | find you again?" 

Elias thought for a moment. "That's a good question | wouldn't want you to wander into the hunting areas" He 


rubbed at his smooth shaved face. "I'll check on you later on if that's ok. At least until | figure out a way to 


guide you around the caves." 


Tony smiled and closed his eyes 
Elias lingered for a moment, sighing at Tony's sleeping form and heading out of the room. 

FEEF KKE 

The chief looked up when Elias appeared in the doorway. "Come in, Elias. | assume you got Tony to his room?" 
ma 

The chief's eyebrow rose, motioning Elias to sit down by the circle. "Is that all?" 

Elias stared down at his hands. "I told him of my past" 

"As | expected you to do’ 

Elias glanced up at the chief with a frown "You did? You stopped me from telling him earlier" 


"That is correct because | wanted the two of you to discuss it privately. | didn't need to be included in that 


conversation" 
Elias blinked. "Oh, ok" 


The chief smiled "The reason | put you two together is to form a strong bond. Had you said it here, then the 
bond wouldn't be as strong as if you said it to him alone. He needs someone to believe in him, and you trusted 
him with information that's dear to you. | don't expect you to immediately become the best of friends, but it 


will allow him to finally begin to trust someone." 
"But he trusted people and they turned on him" 


The chief cocked his head to the side. "Is that all you got out of our window into his mind?" He took a drag 
from his wooden pipe, letting the white smoke trail out. "No Elias, Tony was scared to open up and let himself 
be vulnerable to others. He loved Jani and couldn't express himself because the order from his father loomed 


over his head." 
"So he repressed his feelings in order to not get hurt?" 


The chief nodded. "Correct, and you saw the aftermath of that in the cave. He finally broke down because he 
couldn't handle repressing the emotions anymore. They'd finally overwhelmed him to the point of paralyzing 
him. He wasn't staying in that cave because he was feeling sorry for himself, but was in fact scared of the 


emotions pouring out and wanted them to stop." 


Elias stared at the ground. "Just like | was." 


‘In a way, yes. Though you'd just lost your family when you came here so your pain was more immediate. His 


was so buried over time that it just exploded out" 
Elias bit his bottom lip. "So in a way, he and | are a lot alike." 


The chief smiled. "Indeed you are, and it's that reason | put you two together. | believe that you two will finally 
heal the old wounds that trouble you." 


Elias glanced up. "I'm not troubled by anything.” 


"Then why do you keep to yourself and hunt alone? Any number of men would join you if you asked but you 


never have. Tony's not the only one with trust issues." 


Elias flushed. "| don't want to trouble them when l'm capable of doing it myself. They have others things to 
tend to than to hunt with me." 


The chief's eyebrow rose. "And that's not avoiding others? | may have healed your pain for your parents but 


there are other things that need to be dealt with as well. Tony will help with that." 
Elias frowned. "I don't understand." 


The chief laughed. "You will soon, be patient Elias. As you will need to be with Tony. He will try to fall back into 


old ways and you will need to keep him in the present. Give him something to live for." 


KREE EE KK Æ 


Chapter 4 


For the first week, Tony slept most of the time. Elias would check on him several times a day only to find him 
still asleep. He would bring dinner for him and come back later to find that it hadn't been eaten. 


That night, he vowed to wait for Tony to awaken for dinner. He sat beside Tony's bed and waited. 


His own stomach protested the wait, the smell of freshly cooked meat filling his nose. He told his body to 
behave as it often didn't do. 


It might have been that sound that woke Tony up from his sleep. He wiggled around in bed, sleepily looking out 
into the room. 


"Good evening.” 
Tony blinked and turned his head to see Elias. "Are you waiting for me to wake up?" 


Elias nodded, picking up the plate and giving it to Tony. "I want to make sure you eat. The chief would get very 
angry if you got sick under my watch." 


Tony smiled and sat up in bed. "Then | guess | should probably eat. Though I've never tried this meat you hunt. 
What does it taste like?" 


Elias thought for a moment and then shrugged. "It tastes like meat.” 

Tony laughed at Elias’ confused expression and picked a piece up to try. He put it in his mouth and chewed, 
moaning when the juicy sauces rolled down his throat. "It's so tender and fresh. I've never had meat taste like 
this." 

Elias nodded. "| don't assume you have. It only lives on this planet as far as we know." 

Tony frowned down at the vegetables on his plate. "Where do these grow?" 

"Where else? The caves. There's parts of them that have direct sunlight that make them grow in the soil.” 
Tony glanced up. "If everything is in the caves, then how did you even see my craft crash?" 

"| felt it. It rumbled the ground | was standing on" 


Tony nodded. "That makes sense since you're in caves. Any movement on the ground would resonate in here." 


"Exactly. We're one with this planet so anything that happens on it we'll notice. And if we don't, the gods will let 


us know in dreams or visions." 
Tony frowned at his food. "I don't believe in gods." 


Elias smiled and patted Tony on the arm. "I didn't either but they came to me in my dreams and helped me 
deal with my parent's death. Once that happened, | set out to listen to what they told me." 


Tony chuckled. "Except for me." 


Elias flushed. "Well, | wasn't sure if you were the chosen one or not. All | saw was a shadow in my dreams so 


it could have been anyone." 
"Just how many ships crash here?" 
Elias' face got even redder. "Not that many, but still. To foolishly believe in something is also not good." 


"| guess you're right. Though I'd be lying if | haven't had some weird dreams while laying here. Full of men 


wearing face paint like your chief does and strange creatures with red eyes." 
Elias' body stiffened. 
Tony blinked at him. "What did | say wrong?" 


"Creatures with red eyes are those that we hunt in the caves. It's the same ones that gave their hides for 


your bedding." 
Tony shuddered. "You hunt those? How are you not afraid of them?" 


Elias shook his head. "I'm not anymore. | am their master now, there's nothing to fear when I'm hunting. It's 


the reason | do it alone. | don't want any distractions to keep me off my mark." 
"IIl take your word for it. | don't think | could take the life of something, even if it has tasty meat." 


Elias frowned at the ground. "I don't think you'll have a choice. When | first arrived here | had those dreams 
too and then | become the lead hunter. The gods are giving you a glimpse of your fate." 


Tony sighed at his plate. "lm still haunted by those that | led to their deaths in the military. | shudder to think 


of animals appearing in there too." 


Elias frowned. "If that's the case, then the chief might have some more work to do. After his work, you should 
be restful." 


FRKE KEEK Æ 


Tony was led inside the chief's room by Elias. 
The chief glanced up at them. "What brings you here tonight?" 
Elias opened his mouth to say but was silenced by the chief's hand going into the air. 


Tony stared at the circle in front of the chief. "I'm being haunted by those who | sent off to their deaths in 


the military. They taunt me in my dreams along with creatures with glowing red eyes." 

The chief motioned for Tony to step inside the circle. "| see, that is indeed troubling. It seems that others want 
their chance to send you back to the past" He touched the top of Tony's head. "I will see what | can do to 
silence those who trouble you. Though you might have to silence them yourself.” 

Tony frowned, his eyelids getting heavy again 

EEK 

Tony rubbed at his eyes and got to his feet. "Where am |?" 

Before he could get an answer he was surrounded on all sides by men wearing bloodied military uniforms. 


Tony looked between the five men. "I'm.'m sorry. | knew it would be a risk but | had to follow orders." 


A man with a sunken face sneered at Tony. "Like we all haven't heard that before, Kakko. You knew we'd die and 


you enjoyed it" 
Tony shook his head. "I took no pleasure in your deaths nor anyone's death. You have to believe me." 


A blond man with half his face blown off from a shuttle explosion approached Tony. "I believed in you, | trusted 
you Tony. You betrayed that trust just like you do every time you have to make a decision” 


Tears filled Tony's eyes, reaching out to touch him. "I would never, Tommy. Yours was a freak accident, there 


was no indication the shuttle would explode. | would have never put you on it if I'd known" 


The first man rolled his one good eye at Tony. "But you didn't care about the rest of us. Tommy was the only 


one you actually felt some kind of guilt for. The rest of us were cannon fodder in your mind." 


Tony sighed at the man. "We never got along that well, Harkin, but | never wanted you dead. Yes, | knew the 


risks were higher with your mission but | really hoped you'd make it out alive." 


Harkin moved closer to Tony, his hands raised. "Maybe we should make you feel our pain, make you suffer as 


we've suffered." 


Tony shook head. "Please, no. I've suffered, more than you will ever know. Please be at rest" 
Harkin wrapped his broken fingers around Tony's neck and squeezed. "Die for what you've done!" 
Tony's eyes began to flutter and shut, his body slowly losing its feeling 

"Stop!" 


Tony opened his eyes and looked down. Harkin's hands were still around his neck but they were frozen in time. 


The other men, who had faces filled with delight, were also motionless. "What..." 

"You need to stop letting them persuade you into feeling bad for them. Yes, their deaths were too soon, but it 
was their fate. If there's one thing you learn from us, is that fate is constant. There is no changing it when 
its set." 

Tony shook his head, his eyes filling with tears. "But how do | do that? I'm the cause of their misery." 

"Stop this, Tony. You caused nothing, fate had their lives sealed way before they even met you. They blame 
you because you're an easy target - their commanding officer. Help them see the error of their ways and 
move on. Challenge their accusations and for once stand up for your decisions. Just because some may go bad, 
doesn't mean all of them do." 

"Believe in yourself.” 


Tony blinked and frowned at the second voice. "Elias?" 


"Elias, you're supposed to be observing. But he does have a good point, Tony. Believe in your decisions, even if 
they turn out wrong. Stop trying to justify them to shades of the past, it will gain you nothing.” 


Tony reached up and pulled Harkin's hands off his neck. "Listen to me, Harkin, | don't give a damn what you 
think about me. | did what was correct at the time and I've paid for my actions, and now you must too. It was 
your fate to die." 


Harkin opened his mouth to speak when he realized it was disappearing like the rest of his body. 


Tony turned to the others. "I'm tired of living in the past and you should be too. Move on to your afterlives 


and stop harassing me at every turn. | won't be saying this again" 
The others started to vanish one by one, leaving only Tommy standing in front of Tony. 


Tony sighed and reached out to touch Tommy's missing face. "You | felt the most guilt but | know now it was 
your time. As much as it pained me to tell your wife and child that you were gone. They didn't blame me and 


you shouldn't either. Watch them from wherever you are now and be happy they are still alive.” 
Tommy nodded and vanished from Tony's sight 

Tony looked around the darkness and sighed. "Anyone else?" 

RB IK EB IE EK 

Elias shook Tony awake. "Tony?" 


Tony blinked his eyes and sat up in the circle. "Where..." He looked over at the chief. "You knew they'd come for 


me. 


The chief nodded. "Of course, you said they were haunting your dreams. They're not going to wait for an 
invitation" 


"Then why did you wait so long to intervene? | could have been killed in my dream." 


The chief chuckled, shaking his head. "No, not with us connected like that. | wanted to see if you could figure it 
out for yourself, trust that you would figure a way out" 


Tony stared at his hands. "I've never been sure of myself, always vacillating between opposing sides.” 


"I know, Tony. I've seen as much myself here and in your dreams. You will be surer of yourself when you begin 


to excel in your chosen place in this tribe." 

Tony looked up. "I'll have a place in the tribe?" 

The chief laughed at Tony's confused expression. "Did you think you would always be an outsider?" 

"Well, | am one...” 

The chief cut him off. "As soon as you stepped inside my room for the first time, you were a part of the 
tribe. You just needed time to find it." He took up his wooden pipe and lit it on the nearby fire. “Tell me, besides 
dreaming about those men, what else have you seen in your dreams? You mentioned creatures with red eyes 
when you came here if I'm not mistaken" 

Tony nodded, pointing to Elias. "He told me they were the animals you hunt for food." 

The chief inhaled the smoke. "They could be, or others trying to bring you to the past again. Let's see what 


you dream tonight, as those men will be gone this time. Though if you are really dreaming of the prkrara then 


your path might be like Elias‘ - a tribe hunter." 


Elias sighed but said nothing. 


The chief smiled at Elias. "Don't worry, he won't overtake your role. Though maybe the elders have decided 
you need a hunting partner after all?" 


EEK 

Tony laid in bed, staring at the cave ceiling above. It had odd carvings in it and random holes. He wondered how 
they were able to dig in solid rock like this. As far as he could tell, they only used primitive tools but Elias 
dragged away parts of his spaceship so they must be using it for something. 


He sighed and sat up in bed, letting the animal skins pool at his waist. His mind felt odd, like it had been 
scrambled around and left to sort itself out. 


But he couldn't sort it out and that left him awake in the middle of the night. 

Tony got out of bed and slipped on the animal skin pants Elias had given him. He wasn't used to walking around 
without a shirt so he kept the tank top undershirt he had with his military uniform. It brought a little comfort 
to being thrust into a new way to live. 

He would adapt over time like he always did but at the moment it was still weird to him. 

Slipping into some sandals he'd also received from Elias, he walked over to his doorway and looked out. Torches 
were lit at the opposite ends of the corridor but their popping sound of wood being burnt was the only noise 
around. 

Tony moved out of his room and headed to the right. He had no idea where he was going but if he kept going 
the same direction so he wouldn't get lost in the maze of corridors. As far as he remembered, he hadn't gone 


this way before with Elias. 


He wandered past rooms with men sleeping in them and a few that were empty with nothing inside. Perhaps 


waiting for a new person to occupy them. 


Passing so many rooms, Tony lost track of time and kept wandering. He almost missed Elias’ room until he 


heard his name being called. 
Elias poked his head out of his room. "What are you doing?" 
Tony shrugged. "| can't sleep and | thought a walk would tire me out" 


Elias sighed and came out of his room, grabbing Tony by the wrist and pulling him inside. "I's not safe for you 
to go wandering around this area. Beyond this cluster of rooms is the hunting caves." 


"Hunting caves?" 

Elias nodded and sat down on his bed, motioning Tony to do so as well. "Yes, those caves lead to the animals we 
hunt. They have markings on the outside to let others know what they are, but you can't read our language 
yet. | don't want you wandering inside them unarmed and getting hurt" 

Tony scoffed. "I wouldn't be ducking into caves anyway, just walking along the halls." 

"Still, it's dangerous and you could get lost. Not a lot of people go that way.” 


Tony looked over at Elias. "But you do, so you'd find me eventually. I'm not a helpless child, Elias." 


Elias flushed. "I know that, but please trust my judgment for now? It's easy to get lost in these caves as | did 


many times when | first arrived here." 

"They didn't give you a guide like you are for me?" 

Elias looked at the ground "No, | was left to my own devices because | was so young. They warned me about 
the hunting caves but said the rest was free to explore if | wanted to. | think they were letting me form a 
mental map of the layout.” 


"And I'm not allowed to do that?" 


Elias sighed at Tony. "You were injured and are recovering from cleansing. I'm only trying to protect you from 


harm. Why are you resisting that?" 
Tony stared at his hands. "I'm not used to people looking out for me. I've never really had that" 


Elias frowned and touched Tony's arm. "You have several people here that care about you. It may not be 


apparent right now but it's true." 
Tony looked into Elias’ eyes. 
Elias smiled at him. "Come on, you need your rest. You haven't recovered from the cleansing yet." 


Tony got up from the bed to head for the doorway. He turned to look at Elias again. "I hope I'm worthy of that 
trust." 


Elias moved to stand beside Tony by the doorway. "I believe you are, and the chief does as well. If there's 
anyone here that | trust the judgment of, it's the chief. He can see things in people that even they can't see 
yet." 


Tony flushed and followed Elias down the hallway back to his room. 


FEKE EE KK 


After a few days, Tony was allowed to use the communal baths set up further into the main caves. Tony 


wondered just how many caves there were but Elias just laughed at his query. 


While washing up he glanced around the room at the various men doing the same thing. He frowned at the lack 


of women around with so many men. 
Elias caught it while washing beside him. "What's wrong?" 
"How can there be this many men and no women?" 


Elias laughed. "There are women, just not in here. They've already been mated and have their own places to 
wash up. This is just the one for men who have no mates." 


"Mated? You mean married?" 
Elias shrugged. "I guess so. I've never been married but if it means for life then yes it's the same." 


Tony snorted. "I don't know about the "for life" part, but some do stay together for the length of their lives. 
The lucky ones." 


Elias smiled at Tony. "There is no luck involved, the chief chooses who is to be together. He gets it from the 


gods themselves." 

"He chooses the pairings? But what if they don't work out?" 

Elias shook his wet long hair. "They've always worked out. I've never heard of anyone being unhappy with their 
pairing. Though sometimes one of them is killed and the other has to spend the rest of their life alone. At 
least mating-wise. We are all here for that person if they need comfort" 


"Does that happen often? | assume hunting can get dangerous if you're distracted." 


Elias shrugged. "Not really. | mean, there's been a few that have died from hunting but they were young and 
inexperienced. Most weren't even mated yet." 


Tony looked around the men "Still, you don't have enough women coming in to cover all of us." He bit his lip. 


"Has the chief ever mated two men?" 
Elias flushed. 


Tony watched him continue washing up. "Elias?" 


Elias sighed and looked at the cloth he was using to clean up with. "Yes, he has. Though they usually end up 
being made his replacement. The current chief had a man for a mate until he died from an accident in one of 
the caves. It collapsed on him." 

"And he can't choose another because they were mated for life. He must be lonely.” 


Elias shook his head. "| doubt that. I'm sure a lot of men go to him to ask for things." 


Tony snorted. "Asking for things is not the same as being a mate. | would miss sleeping with someone if I'd 


done it for years. 

Elias shrugged. "| wouldn't know. I've never slept with anyone before." 
Tony blinked. "You're a virgin?" 

A hint of red covered Elias’ face. 


Tony smiled and patted him on the arm. "I guess you didn't have much of a chance before fifteen. You haven't 


been with anyone else here?" 


Elias sighed, getting up to let the water roll down his back "We're not supposed to be with people in that way 


unless we're mated" 
Tony frowned. "Really? Fooling around isn't allowed?" 


‘Its not a matter of being allowed, but the gods want us to give ourselves to one person in our life. To do so 


without their guidance has great consequences. 

Tony wrung out the cloth and washed his face. "So then you've never been touched by another else?" 
Elias bit his lip. 

Tony glanced over at him. "Elias?" 

Elias sat back in the water, staring at the bubbles on the surface. "| have been" 

"Have been?" 


Elias sighed. “Touched by another. It was harmless and a way to relax after hunting. All we did was touch, not 


mate." 


Tony's eyebrow rose. "By a man here?" 


Elias frowned. "He used to be here, but he's dead now. | think the gods struck him down for it." 


Tony blinked, watching Elias get out of the water and head for this clothes. He wrung out his cloth and followed 


him. "| assume there's more to it than that. Did he force himself on you?" 
Elias glanced up. "No, never. It wasn't like that. We just weren't mates so it wasn't supposed to happen 


"And your gods are that vengeful to strike down a guy because he was fooling around with you? That doesn't 


make sense to me." 

Elias shook his head and put his clothes on. "You don't understand." 

Tony grabbed Elias‘ arm. "Then explain it to me. Right now I'm confused on how messing around would piss off 
your gods that much. The only thing | can see is if he was taking advantage of you or forcing you to service 
him." 

| don't have to explain anything to you. Its just how it is." 

Tony let go of Elias‘ arm. "Yeah well, | don't like it" He got dressed and walked out of the baths. 

Elias grabbed his cloth and followed him down the hallway. "Where are you going?" 

Tony keep heading straight past his room and to the main area where the chief was. 

Elias paled and raced after him. "Don't go to the chief!" 

Tony ignored him and headed inside the chief's room. 

The chief glanced up with an amused expression. “It seems there's something that troubling you." 


Tony nodded and sat down beside the circle. 


Elias came in to grab Tony's arm but he didn't budge. He glanced over at the chief. "I'm sorry he's here. Ill 


remove him." 


The chief looked between the two men, "It seems both of you have something to tell me." He turned to Tony. 
"What do you seek, Tony?" 


Tony opened his mouth, only to have Elias' hand put over the top of it. 


The chief sighed at Elias. "Let him speak, he has a genuine question to ask. It's only fair to let him do so." 


Elias frowned and removed his hand. 


Tony snorted at Elias. "The chief already knows anyway. | don't think there's anything that happens here that 


he doesn't know about from someone." 

The chief smiled. "Or somewhere. The walls talk too." 

"That | wouldn't doubt. Especially with all of the snoring | hear in the middle of the night." 
The chief chuckled. "That is also true. What is on your mind, Tony?" 


Tony sighed and pointed at Elias. "He told me that he used to fool around with a man that was here, and that 


man was struck down by the gods because of it. Is that true?" 

The chief sat back and sighed. "| assume you speak of Johan" 

Tony shrugged. "Elias never told me his name, but did he die too?" 

Elias stared at his hands. "Its the same one. Johan and | were friends and hunting companions." 

Tony looked over at Elias. "| thought the chief said you always hunt alone?" 

Elias bit his lip. "I do, we just hunted in adjoining caves. They were next to each but not fully connected." 

The chief nodded. "Johan did die because of the gods’ will, but not how Elias thinks." 

Elias stared at the chief. "He didn't die for touching me?" 

"That is correct. He died because he rejected the belief in the gods and carried on with several other men as 
well" The chief took up his pipe, inhaling deeply and blowing it out. "They would have overlooked it had it just 
been with you, but he touched many more than that. Anyone he could persuade was claimed by him. Once he 
mated with one of them, his fate was sealed. Touching is one thing, but to give yourself to someone that isn't 
your mate is punishable by death." 

Elias gaped. 

The chief smiled sadly at Elias. "I know you were developing feelings for him, and I'm sorry that | have to tell 
you this information. Though | don't like the idea of you thinking that just because he touched you specifically 
that he was struck down. The gods aren't that unforgiving for discovering something about yourself. Nor are 
they trying to stop you from discovering your own body as well. | know that you've found other ways to 


pleasure yourself." 


Tony's eyebrow rose. "How?" 


The chief laughed at Tony's reaction. "That is not my place to tell. Elias will let you know when he's ready to. 
l'm pretty sure he didn't realize that | knew in the first place." 


Elias turned a bright red. 


The chief smiled. "It's not the first time thats happened nor the last. There's nothing to be embarrassed 
about, it's a natural thing and even the gods can see that." 


Tony laughed as Elias turned even redder. "F this keeps up, he's going to stay that color: 

The chief looked between them and smiled. "I hope I've been some help in your quest of knowledge” 
Tony nodded, getting up from the ground and bowing slightly. "Thank you, as always." 

The chief grinned at the action. "You honor me with a bow’ 

Tony smiled. "I've noticed Elias do it on occasion so | figured | would too" 


"Well, it pleases me greatly. And feel free to ask me anything that you have a question for, even if Elias 


doesn't want you to." 
Elias sighed, bowing at the chief and walking outside. 


The chief called out to Tony when he stood at the doorway. "And to answer your other question, yes Two men 


are allowed to mate here." 
Tony flushed. "I didn't ask that.” 
The chief grinned knowingly but said nothing. 


KEKE EE OK KE 


Tony shuffled back to his room with Elias in tow. He glanced over at the frown on Elias' face and sighed. "I'm 


sorry to share something you said to me in confidence. It just didn't make sense to me at the time." 


Elias shook his head. "Its not that. For the longest time, I've thought that | got someone killed for touching me. 
| had no idea he had other lovers, | thought | was the only one." He bit his lip. "He made me feel special." 


Tony stopped walking to face Elias, reaching out to grab his arm. "You are special and if he didn't realize that, 
then he was a fool. If | had someone like you when | was in the military, | probably wouldn't have been so 
frustrated all of the time. And | don't mean sexually, just in general. You always make me feel so calm when 
l'm around you." He stared at the ground and mumbled, "I don't know how you do it, but you do." 


Elias blinked. "I..." 


Tony laughed, letting go of Elias' arm. "Sorry, | tend to go off on tangents. I'm probably not making any sense 


right now." 
Elias shook his head. "No, | just didn't how to respond to that. No one has ever told me what you just said” 


Tony smiled and cupped Elias' face. "Well, people should. You managed to make me forget about the pain from 
my previous life and brighten my days. Most times at least." 


Elias' eyes fluttered when Tony rubbed the side of his face. "I like being around you too." 
Tony leaned in, feeling Elias‘ hurried breath wash over his face. 


Elias felt his eyes close but then quickly open when someone called out his name from behind them. He flushed 


and turned to face a taller man with long blond hair. "Yes, Eino?" 


Eino glanced at both of them. "My apologies, | didn't mean to interrupt something. The stock is getting low, 


please get two more today." 

Elias nodded, moving away from Tony. "Of course, | will do that now." 

Eino smiled. "Well, you don't have to do it right this minute. Just sometime today is fine." 
36 BRE EEK 


Tony sat down on the edge of his bed and frowned. Emotions swirled around inside that confused him. He was 


so used to repressing them that feeling them at any point was new and weird to him. 
And the cause of those emotions? Elias. 


Tony sighed and tried to push Elias out of his mind. He'd been there for a while now and Tony just thought it 


was because he was always there in person 


But he'd began to get inside Tony's dreams and things started taking on a different appearance. He'd felt guilty 
thinking about Elias in that way but he couldn't help it. It had been so long since he'd been with someone, years 
ago with a woman when he first joined the military. She was only interested in him because he was in a 


uniform, not exactly the best reason to start a relationship with anyone. 


Their relationship only lasted for a few years before she moved onto someone else, leaving him alone with his 


heart broken. 


Tony was so lost in thought that he didn't hear Elias call his name. 

"Tony?" 

Tony glanced up and gasped. "What the hell is that?" 

Elias blinked and then flushed. "Oh right, | forgot to warn you that we put on makeup when we hunt." 


Tony got off his bed to stand in front of Elias. His clothes were the same but his face was covered with a 
white paste. "What? Why do you do that?" 


Elias smiled. “It's to distract the prey in the dark" 
Tony blinked. "You hunt in the dark?" 


"Yes, in complete darkness. The makeup helps distract them while giving me a way to see them. It's hard to 


explain." 

Tony frowned at it. "What is that made of?" 

Elias shrugged. "No idea, it was given to me by the chief when | began a hunter. | only use it when I'm hunting." 
Tony thought for a moment and then looked into Elias‘ brown eyes. "Teach me to hunt." 
Elias shook his head. "No." 

"Why not? Those animals are still appearing in my head just like the chief said they would” 
Elias frowned at Tony. "You didn't say that to the chief" 

Tony shuffled his feet. "I didn't want him to worry, besides I'll have you with me." 

"Its dangerous, Tony." 

Tony pouted. 

Elias sighed, shaking his head. "That's not going to change my mind." 

"| could always go to the chief with it" 

Elias groaned and grabbed Tony's arm. “Fine, have it your way. You can watch me hunt." 


Tony blinked. "How do | watch you hunt in the dark?" 


Elias shrugged and dragged Tony along to the hunting rooms. 
Torchlight darkened as they got closer to them, signs above the doorways with large white letters 
Tony glanced up at them. "What does it say?" 

"Danger. Keep out 


Tony nodded and followed Elias through a maze of corridors. "| can see why you didn't want me down here. | 


have no idea how to get out of here alone." 
"You won't ever be alone in here." 
Tony sighed at Elias. "And what if you're injured? I'm not a medic." 


Elias shook his head. "No one gets injured down here, they just die. The prkrara leave no one alive when they 
come into their sights. It's why we wear white paint - to distract them." 


Tony watched Elias stop in front of a doorway. He looked up at the writing above it. "That's different from the 
rest. What does it say?" 


Elias smiled. “It's my name in their language. They put it up there to let others know this is my cave and if 


you enter when l'm in here you could end up as dead as the prkrara" 

Tony swallowed hard. "If | come with you, shouldn't | have face paint too?" 

Elias shook his head. "I don't want them to see you in the first place." 

Tony rolled his eyes and grabbed Elias‘ arm to stop him. He reached up and slid his fingers through the white 
paste. It felt gooey in his fingers, but he kept rubbing at it to get some for his face. He rubbed it between his 
fingers and started to apply it to his face, circling his eyes and the sides of his nose. 

Elias blinked at him. "Why are you putting it on like that? Usually | just cover my whole face." 

Tony smiled and took more off Elias' chin. "Not sure, it seems kind of messy the way you have it. The goal is 
to distract so why not shape it into something it can't define? | mean, yes dumping a whole lot of this stuff on 
your face will do that too, but it looks cooler this way." 


Elias rolled his eyes at Tony. "The object is not coolness." 


Tony laughed at Elias and finished rumning stripes along his cheeks and jawline. He covered his red lips with it in 


case the prkrara could see colors. 


"How can you even tell what you're doing without water to look in?" 


Tony shrugged. "I know my face. I've looked at it enough to realize its about the same as it always has been 


Though | am starting to look scruffy with the stubble. I'll have to shave at some point: 

Elias smiled. "I'll ask the tool maker to craft a razor for you. He does for everyone who starts to shave here." 
Tony looked up at Elias. "Really? | don't think I've ever used a straight razor before.” 

"ll teach you it. With a bit of practice, it takes no time at all” 

Tony turned to face Elias. "Ok, how do | look?" 

Elias blinked at him, noticing the patterns Tony drew on his face. "Its amazing." 

"Want me to do it for yours too? At least let me fix the part that | stole.” 

Elias bit his lip and then nodded. 

Tony smiled and thinned out the other areas around Elias’ face to cover the missing parts. While he was there, 
he defined lines around Elias' eyes and nose. His finger glided through the paste to make designs like his own 
but still leave the heavy amount of it that Elias had on. 


"I wish | could see what you're doing." 


Tony looked into his eyes. "It's not much different than | have but | still wanted to keep what you started with, 


just in case my plan doesn't work like expected" 

Elias nodded after Tony was done. "Thank you. 

Tony grinned. "So lets hunt! 

Elias laughed and started to remove his animal skin pants and sandals. "Not quite" 

Tony's eyebrow rose, his eyes wandering down Elias’ now naked body. "We hunt naked?" 

Elias nodded, reaching for Tony's pants. "Clothing makes too much noise when we walk. No clothing does not! 


Tony bit his lip, watching Elias undo his pants and push them down. He flushed at the sight of his half hard 


cock. "Right, of course." 


Elias took no notice of it and headed for the opening with his bow. He turned to face Tony. "And your shirt 


too." 


Tony flushed and removed his shirt. He swallowed hard and headed for Elias. "Still not used to the lack of 
clothing. You always had to be in uniform on the ship." 


Elias smiled at Tony. "I wasn't either but over time it just became natural." 
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Tony looked around the absolute darkness, following Elias inside. "How can you tell where you're going?" 

Elias walked a few more steps and stopped "You just do. And no more talking, it will alert them." 

Tony sighed, the sound of it filling his ears like a loud explosion in the darkness. He blinked and realized his 
other senses were taking over for the lack of sight. His heartbeat thundered below his chest, the sound of 
Elias handling his bow, the flood of his blood swirling around inside his body. 

Elias took a breath and aimed. 

Tony couldn't see it but he could hear it. The sound of the bowstring being brought back, the arrow slotting 
into place, the sound of Elias' harsh breath, the smell of Elias’ body heating up. It took Tony a second to realize 


why Elias hunted alone, the heavy breathing finally tipping him off. This was his release. 


Elias spotted something in the distance, his eyes locked onto the source of the movement. He aimed and waited 


until it got closer to their position 
Tony held his breath and waited with him. 


The whoosh of the arrow through the silent air was like a gunshot going off. It was followed by a loud howl, 
crying out in anguish. 


Tony released his trapped breath but didn't move. 


Elias turned in the dark, his long hair running across his chest tipping Tony off, and whispered, "Get me a 


torch from the hallway." 


Tony moved back, careful to not fall over as he did so. He walked outside, groaning at the sudden bright lights 
filling his eyes. Blindly he reached out for a nearby torch, taking it off its wooden holder and bringing it inside 
with him. 


The light of the torch filled the whole area, defining the cracks and crevices that Tony could only imagine in 
his head. It wasn't much different than some of the other caves but it was much longer. He couldn't tell how 


long it was, the light disappearing into a void of blackness once he got to Elias. 


Elias stood by his kill which was bleeding out onto the dirt floor. He motioned to Tony. "Hold it over so | can 


make sure it's dead. Sometimes they play dead in order for us to ignore them." 
Tony held his breath, trying to keep the light steady over Elias and hoping it was indeed dead. 


Elias felt around for a pulse and waited. He let out his trapped breath and looked up at Tony. "It's dead. I'll take 


it outside and then clean up the blood in here." 
Tony frowned at him. "Aren't you supposed to get two of them?" 


Elias nodded, pulled the animal up over his shoulders. "That's correct but the blood will scare away the next 


one. It will know that one of its kind was killed in here." 

"What about the smell of it? Blood is pretty stinky after a while." 

Elias walked outside the cave and dumped the body on the ground He rummaged around in his bag for a cloth 
and pouch. "The chief gave me some herbs to cover that up after the blood is gone. It obscures the scent of 
it to the others. At least for a while. It's the reason | don't hunt every day - the room needs time to 


dissipate the smell." 


Tony nodded, following Elias back in and keeping the light above his head so he could clean. He bit his lip and 


asked, "Can | shoot the next one?" 

"No" 

Tony sighed. "Why not? You'll be there with me to take over if | get into trouble." 
Elias looked up from the ground. "You have no training with the bow for one." 


Tony rolled his eyes and grabbed Elias' bow from the ground. "How hard can it be? You place the arrow in 
front and pull back on the string to release." 


"No, Tony! Put it down!" 


Tony was about to tell Elias it was all right when he felt something flow through him from the bow. It changed 
in his hands, shortening to fit his height and lessening in width so he could string the arrow without having to 


reach over it. 
Elias gaped at the sight. 


The bow felt natural in Tony's hands, knowing how to hold it and where to put the arrow without being told. 
Tony looked down at Elias. "What just happened?" 


Elias scrambled up to his feet and looked at the bow which had also darkened in color to a deep red. "You 


really are a hunter. I've only seen it change like that when | received it from the chief." 
Tony blinked and stroked the bow. "I can.l can feel it becoming a part of me. How is this possible?" 
Elias blinked and then said, "The gods have chosen you to have it" 


Tony shook his head and tried to give it back to Elias. "No, this is your bow. It's not my place to take it, | just 
wanted to try it.” 


Elias thought for a moment. "Then maybe the gods are granting you that wish. To see if you can truly be a 


hunter." 
Tony blinked and looked down at the bow. "They can do that?" 


Elias laughed and cleaned up the rest of the blood. He sprinkled the herbs over it and said, "They can do 
anything, Tony." 
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Tony realized right away that being in front of the action was very different than standing several paces 
behind Elias. There was nothing to block him from the prkrara other than his bow. Something about that 
thrilled and scared him at the same time. 

As if on cue, Elias advanced closer to him and whispered, "The bow will guide you, all you have to do is aim." 
Tony was keenly aware of how warm Elias' naked body was, how tight it was pressed against his back and the 
feel of Elias‘ chest on his skin when he took a breath. He could feel his body reacting to it, wanting to touch 
more but he pushed those thoughts to the side. This wasn't the time or place for lust. 

Tony blinked, hearing a faint scratching in the distance. He aimed the bow in that direction. 


Elias whispered in his ear, the warmth of his breath washing over Tony's face, "Get ready." 


Tony swallowed hard, his body burning like it was on fire. He couldn't tell if it was the heat of the moment or 
the bow itself. Whatever it was, he could feel it take control of his body and lean him back for the release. 


"Now, Tony." 


Tony closed his eyes, the sensations overtaking him and pulling him forward again. The arrow released from 


the bow and flung through the air just as it had done for Elias. 


A loud cry echoed in the distance, whimpering and moving around the dirt ground. 
Tony opened his eyes. 

Elias reached around and pushed another arrow into Tony's right hand. 

Tony strung the arrow and aimed at the cries in the dark. 

The cries died out midway, leaving them in total silence once again 


Tony could feel something building inside and he let it wash over him. His body jerked forward and released. He 
shook in place, the bow trembling in his hands. 


Elias reached out and took the bow back, it formed into its original shape again with his touch. "Tony?" 


Tony turned around and grabbed Elias’ face with both hands. He kissed him straight on the lips, uncaring that 
it was messing up both of their face paint, desperate to taste Elias. 


Elias kissed back, pulling Tony tight to his body. 

They stayed that way until Elias broke free. He moved away from Tony, gasping for a breath. 
Tony frowned at him. "Elias?" 

Elias turned and headed for the cave entrance. 
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Chapter 5 


Elias raced down the hallways, hearing Tony's desperate cries behind him. He had to get away, it was wrong 
and he would get punished again. 


Tony gasped out. "Elias, wait! I'm sorry, l.l don't know what happened" 

Elias continued until they got back to the living area, passing it and heading for the chief's room. 

Tony's voice died out in the distance, fading away with the other voices. 

Elias moved faster through the people, tears running down his face. 

The chief got to his feet when he saw Elias run in. "What is wrong? Did a prkrara get lose? Where is Tony?" 
Elias shook his head, panting for a breath. "I've gone against the gods. I'm sorry, | didn't mean to." 

The chief blinked and sat back down on the ground. He motioned for Elias to sit. "| don't understand, Elias.” 
Elias sat down and cried. 

The chief reached across to touch his arm. "Did you take Tony hunting?" 

Elias blinked at the chief through the tears. "How..how did you know that?" 


The chief pointed at Elias' face. "Your face paint is different. Usually it just completely covers your face and 


now it's in patterns." 

"He.he did it to mine after doing it to his. It seemed to work" 

The chief's eyebrow. "And there's more to it than that | assume?" 

Elias sighed. "I let him use my bow, it changed to fit his hands." 

The chief sat back. "So he is indeed a chosen hunter. Interesting.” 

"Why is that interesting?" 

The chief took up his pipe. "Because it hasn't happened in many years. Most times one part of the pair is the 


hunter and the other does everything else. Both of you are now hunters which means if one is killed, the other 
will take over duties of feeding the tribe." 


Elias blinked at him. "Pair?" 

The chief smiled. "You haven't figured that you yet, Elias?" 

"| don't understand." 

The chief laughed at his confused expressing. "You and Tony are a pair. A mated pair." 

Elias stared at him. 

"So you see, whatever happened in the hunting caves was not against the gods. They are pushing you two 
together because you belong that way. Did you not wonder why | put the two of you together in the first 


place?" 


Elias thought for a moment. "But | thought it was because he was injured and | was supposed to look after 


him. 
"That is true, but also for you two to develop feelings for each other. The gods don't choose the pairings at 
random, they know those two are destined to be together forever, until death parts and eventually reunites 
them again." 


Elias frowned. "| don't understand. If one of us dies, the other will be reunited with him after his death?" 


The chief nodded. "Of course, they are mated for life and death. When it is my time to leave, | shall be 


reunited with my mate. He is waiting for me, guiding me in my dreams until we can become one again" 
Elias sighed. "| don't want you to die." 


The chief smiled, leaning back against the wall. "I will always be with you, even after I'm gone. And with Tony as 
well. Death is never final with the gods guiding us." 


Eino ran into the chief's room, bowing at him and Elias. “Elias, Tony is ill and calling for you." 
Elias got to his feet and looked down at the chief. "I left him after he kissed me. | didn't..." 

The chief held up a hand and reached for a large jar of cream. "Go to him and take this as well” 
Elias took the jar and looked at it. "What is this? Will it heal him?" 


The chief laughed, shaking his head. "Tony will heal on his own. He is limited when it comes to running, his own 


chest tightening on him when he does. Don't do that to him again, Elias, as the next time it could kill him." 


Elias paled. 


"Go to him and Eino can explain what the jar is for later." 

Eino bowed to the chief. "I will, chief" 

Elias looked between them and followed Eino outside with a frown. 
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Tony was laying on his bed when Elias entered the room. His hand was splayed over his naked chest, rubbing it 
slightly. 


Elias entered and sighed. He was about to open his mouth when Eino touched his arm. Instead, he turned to 


Eino. "What?" 

Eino flushed. "I don't want to interrupt you with this later so I'm telling you it now. The jar is filled with stuff 
used for mating. Rub some on yourself and on him before you start. Its very important that you do because 
it could harm both of you if you dont" 

Elias turned bright red. 


Eino chuckled and exited the room. "Let me know if you need any help with it" 


Elias turned back to Tony. He set the jar down on the ground and moved forward to kneel beside Tony's bed. 
"llm sorry. | shouldn't have left you like that. It was wrong and | don't blame you for being angry at me." 


Tony sighed and looked over at Elias. "l'm not angry at you, just scared that | did something wrong. That | got 
you in trouble with the gods because we're not mates." He bit his lip, tears gathering in his eyes. "| don't want 


you to die because of my stupid actions." 


Elias smiled down at him, rubbing the side of Tony's face. "| won't die for that. | just. got scared that | was 
betraying the gods by enjoying it.” 


Tony blinked. "You enjoyed it?" 
"Yes, | did. And | want to do it more if you want to." 


Tony smiled, reaching out for Elias‘ face and pulling it closer. "But what about the gods? Do they want us to do 
this too?" 


Elias smiled back. "The chief says.he says that we're a mated pair.” 


Tony blinked at him. "Wait, we've been chosen to be together?" 


Elias nodded, tears filling his eyes. 

Tony pulled him closer for a kiss, tasting his lips again. 

Something inside Elias calmed and let it happen 
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Tony laid his head on Elias’ chest and sighed, uncertainty brewing inside. 

Elias stroked his hair, a frown crossing his lips. 

Tony turned to look up at Elias. "| have no idea what to do next. I've never.'ve never done this with a man" 
Elias bit his lip. "Neither have |." 


Tony smiled. "Then | guess we'll have to learn it together. At least you've had someone touch you, I've never 


even had that" 
The frown deepened on Elias' face. "You're a virgin?" 


Tony laughed, shaking both of them. "I'm not a virgin but | haven't done anything with guys. You have, even if 
it only amounted to touching." He stopped to study Elias' face. "How did he touch you?" 


Elias sighed, shrugging a little. "It wasn't anything specific, just touched me after we hunted. We were aroused 


and we touched" 

Tony smiled at the red covering Elias' face. "So then you touched everywhere?" 

‘Mostly down there." 

Tony grinned. "Are you embarrassed by this, Elias? There's nothing wrong with exploring." 


Elias ducked his head. "I just.! never really talked about it with anyone else. It just happened and kept happening 
until his death." 


"And you haven't been with anyone else since?" 
Elias shook his head, his hands holding Tony closer. "No, only him." 


Tony sighed. "I've only been with a handful of women over the years. Most didn't last more than a couple 


weeks. The last one last a two years when | was just starting out as a junior officer.” 


"So you've been alone as well." 


Tony hid his face into Elias’ chest. "| wanted to be with Jani, but it wouldn't have worked out even if he did like 


me. I've never felt that way about a guy before." 


Elias bit his lip. "Me either with Johan. Im glad | didn't know about the others or it would have hurt more than 


it already did. | really believed | was the only one he was with, he never let on that he was seeing others." 
Tony raised his head off Elias‘ chest to look into Elias’ eyes. "I would never mess around with anyone else." 
Elias' eyes filled with tears. 


Tony reached out to stroke the side of Elias' face. "Looks like both of us are wounded in our own ways. Maybe 


that's why the gods have put us together?" 

Elias nodded, letting the tears fall and whispering, "I think so too." 
Tony moved up on Elias’ body to capture his lips again 
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Affer dinner, Elias went back to his room. He sat down on his bed and wondered what would happen next. 


Things filled his mind but he had no idea how to proceed. 


Would Tony be moved into his room? Would Elias move into Tony's room? Or would they keep their rooms and 


just bounce between them? 


No one told Elias that it would be this complicated. He frowned at the ground, musing if this was a normal 
thing with relationships - overthinking every step. 


It didn't help matters that he came here when he was fifteen with no experience at all when it came to that. 


Sure, he'd figured out how to pleasure himself beforehand but beyond that he was out of his element. 
It's the reason he preferred to be alone most times. He didn't have to think of what to do next. 


Not that he could think of much when he was around Tony in general. His brain descended into white noise 


when they laid together, never offering up a helpful suggestion. 
"Elias?" 


He glanced up and blinked at the figure in his doorway. "Chief?" 


The chief smiled and entered into Elias‘ room. He sat down beside Elias on his bed. "I didn't expect you to be 
here much. What is wrong?" 


Elias sighed, spreading his hands out in the air. "I don't know what to do. I've never been in this position before 


and there don't seem to be answers for my questions." 


The chief patted Elias on the arm. "This can happen when two are chosen to be with each other. Some just 


instinctively know what to do and others are blinded by fear." 

Elias frowned. 

The chief smiled at Elias. "It's natural to be afraid of what you don't know." 

Its not just that, it's the fear of losing Tony. Im still troubled by Johan and his death, that if Tony...” 


The chief interrupted him. "Stop right there. Unlike Johan, Tony was chosen for you. The gods want you two to 


be together. You know better than most to not fear death, even if it happens to someone close to you." 
"What if I'm not strong enough for this? What if | do the wrong thing and Tony gets hurt?" 

The chief sighed. "You are strong enough, Elias. The gods don't make their decisions without careful thought. 
You and Tony have the potential to do great things for this tribe, things that could change us forever. Believe 
in that potential and let it fill you with hope." 


Elias blinked. "What kind of potential?" 


The chief sat back. “Elias, l'm not a young man anymore. There will come a time where | will pass on from this 


world and a successor will be chosen" 
Elias shook his head. "No, | refuse to believe that. You will still be here many years from now." 


The chief smiled sadly at Elias. "It has been foretold long before you arrived, like everything else on this planet. 
| will die someday and there will be a successor.” 


Elias got up from his bed, tears filling his eyes. "No! You will be here" 


The chief shook his head. "Elias, you have to come to terms with people that you care about eventually dying. 
The key is to cherish the moments you have with these people every day. That way, when they do die you will 
have no regrets and be happy for them. You didn't know this with your parents, so I'm letting you know with 
me." He reached out to take Elias' hands into his own. ‘I've come to look upon you as if you were my own son 
It is only natural that the son carries on with the next generation" 


Elias slumped down on his bed. 


The chief pulled Elias into his arms, petting the top of his head. "Don't worry Elias, it's not that soon. There is 


much | need to teach my successor and his mate." 


Elias inhaled deeply the chief's smell. "Where will | go to find answers without you? | don't think your successor 
will be the same as you are." 


"Of course he won't. Every one of the chiefs who has led our tribe had their differences, but all of them 
believed they were destined for greatness by the gods. He will guide the tribe and fill it with those who have 
been chosen just like | have. | believe he will succeed and you will too." 


Elias shook his head. "| don't know if | can." 


The chief smiled. "You'd be surprised when you are put into that situation. Besides you already have feelings 
for him so | believe you are on the right path." 


Elias blinked, looking up at the chief. "I do?" 
The chief laughed, letting go of Elias. "You do. Now go to him and show him how you feel. It doesn't matter how 


you do it or when, just that you show him what he means to you. And likewise how he feels to you. It's about 


becoming one with each other more than anything else." 

Elias watched the chief get up from this bed. "I will try." 

The chief smiled down at him. "That's all | ask. Trying is better than believing you will fail.” 
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Tony sat down on his bed and sighed. He missed Elias and wasn't sure what would happen next. 
It was then that he noticed a jar on the floor near his bed. 


Tony frowned at it and got off his bed. He picked up the jar filled with a white mixture, turning it over in his 
hands and wondering where it came from. 


He sat back down on the bed and opened the jar. The smell of plants and herbs wafted out of it. He shrugged 
and stuck his finger inside to scoop some up. Rubbing it between his fingers, he noticed it made them slick and 


the mixture turned clear. 


Tony closed up the jar, frowning at how warm his body was becoming. He felt his animal skin pants tighten in 


the crotch and he blinked at the lust filling his body. 


It was at that point Elias appeared at his doorway. 


Tony looked over at Elias, his blood racing fast inside his veins. 
Elias blinked at him. "Tony?" What's wrong?" 


Tony breathed deeply, the scent of Elias’ body filling his nose even standing far away. He didn't know what was 
happening but he did know he needed Elias now. 


Elias walked inside further and noticed the jar on Tony's bed. "Oh, | forgot about the jar. Eino told me it was 


for mating." 

Tony grinned, getting to his feet and reaching out for Elias. "| think | just figured that out" 
Elias blinked when Tony pulled down his pants in one swift move. "Tony? Are you ok?" 

Tony pushed Elias down on his bed, climbing on top of him. "I want you." 
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Elias had no idea what was in that jar but he could barely keep up with Tony's frantic kisses. "Wait Tony, I'm 
supposed to put that on both of us." 


Tony opened the jar and scooped out more. He took Elias’ cock in his hand and stroked it, letting the mixture 
slick up with each pull. 


Elias eyes rolled back into his head, moaning with each jerk of Tony's hand and spreading his legs open 
Tony watched him squirm and laughed. "You like that?" 

Elias' eyes opened, his body feeling like it was on fire. "What.what is in that stuff?" 

Tony climbed back on top of Elias. "No idea, but | like it" 

Elias groaned, Tony's hard cock rubbing against his own. "But how do we do this?" 

"Well, | only have one hole so... 

Elias blinked and looked down Tony's body. "There?" 

Tony nodded. "Pretty sure that's the only place." 


Elias tried to think for a moment but the rampant lust inside was making it hard. "Eino said to be sure to rub 
it on both of us because it would hurt if we didn't. So maybe he means to rub it down there too?" 


Tony grabbed more of the mixture and rubbed it down there. He gasped, the warmth spreading throughout his 
body. 


Elias watched him with hooded eyes, the lust finally short-circuiting his brain. He pulled Tony back on top of 


him again. 

Tony grinned and rubbed along Elias’ cock. 

Elias‘ body pushed up and moaned at the tightness grabbing at the head of his cock 

Tony shuddered, his body opening up to bring Elias inside. "Yes..." 

Elias couldn't think straight at all, his body moving on its own. He slid all the way inside Tony and gasped. 
It was mirrored by Tony, who leaned back and rocked in place. 

Elias let his eyes close, finally letting his body go. 

They rocked together, gasping and moaning in time to the movement. 

Tony cried out, "Touch mel" 


Elias opened his eyes, fumbling for Tony's cock and holding it tight as he had with Johan's. He squeezed it a 


little and Tony released over his hand. 
Tony shuddered at the orgasm, still rocking on Elias’ cock 


Elias felt it building inside again, the thing Johan told him was the kpptet in their language. But nothing Johan 
did to him felt like this, his cock being held so tightly that he thrust up to get more. 


Both of them cried out together, letting the release fulfill its destiny. 
Tony collapsed on Elias' chest and gasped hard. 


Elias held him tight, experiencing every aftershock of it shake Tony's body. He breathed deeply, inhaling both 


his and Tony's smells mixing together and letting it become a part of him. 
They were finally one. 
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Tony groaned, blinking at the dark room. He frowned and looked out into it, expecting to find a torch in the 


hallway but something was blocking it. 
Elias sighed in his sleep and held Tony closer. 


Tony smiled and snuggled back in them. He reached out to stroke the side of Elias‘ face. "I don't know what | 


would have done had you not saved me. 
Elias’ eyes blinked open from the touch. "Tony?" 

"Sorry, | didn't mean to wake you" 

Elias frowned at the darkness. "What.why is it so dark in here? Usually there's some torchlight coming in" 
"Yeah, it's strange. It's never been this dark in my room before" 


Elias untangled himself from Tony despite the protests. He frowned at the object covering the doorway, 


traipsing over to touch it. "I's made of animal skin like our blankets. | wonder who put it up?" 

A head popped through one of the sides, making Elias step back. "Its only me, Elias. The chief asked me to put 
it up since you're a mated pair and you need some privacy. Eventually you two will be moved to the area for 
mated pairs so we can use your rooms for new tribe members." 

Elias frowned at Eino. 

"What is it?" 


Elias sighed. "I've had that room since | came here, it's the only place I've known that was mine." 


Eino smiled at Elias. "I felt that way too before | was mated with Perttu, but the bigger bed in those rooms 


does help a little. These small beds aren't really made for two." 
Tony's eyebrow rose. "We get a bigger bed?" 


Eino laughed at Tony expression "Of course, you are a mated pair after all. You should have enough room 


to..well, mate.” 
Elias turned bright red. 

Tony giggled at Elias and turned back to Eino. "He's still not used to that word I'll break him in eventually" 
Eino laughed and waved goodbye before exiting 


Tony got out of bed and padded over to Elias. He stood in front of him, touching his chest and looking at his 


face. "Can | distract you?" 


Elias sighed, shaking his head. "It's foolish to think about leaving my only room but it's become a part of me. 
I's not easy to forget.” 


Tony wrapped his arms around Elias' middle, pulling him close. "I can understand that. | was a member of the 
Stratovarius for five years and | had the same room the whole time. It was decorated with paintings and 
drawings. | miss it while being here because all | see is rock walls." 

Elias blinked and glanced down at Tony. "You draw?" 

Tony shrugged. "Not very well, but | like to doodle every now and again" 


Elias laughed. "Then why didn't you say so? You could have decorated your room when you first arrived." 


Tony flushed. "Well, | didn't want to make a mess or damage something in the wall. When you're a guest 


somewhere, you try to make the least bit of mess." 
Elias frowned at Tony. “Guest? You're leaving?" 


Tony shook his head. "No, | didn't mean it like that. | was referring to when | first arrived. No one ever told me 
how long I'd be here so | figured it was only until | healed up." 


Elias held Tony closer. "As soon as you stepped foot inside the caves, you were a part of this tribe. The chief 
wouldn't have let you in if you hadn't." 


Tony smiled, snuggling into Elias‘ arms. "I'm glad | did” 
OHO 


Elias and Tony were giggling and splashing water at each other in the bathing area when Eino found them. He 
laughed at them. "When you're done playing, the chief wants to see you, Tony.” 


Tony glanced up at him. "Me? | didn't do anything wrong, aid |?" 
Eino laughed. "No, you didn't do anything wrong. He would have shown up in person if that was the case." 
Elias frowned. "But he showed up at the room last week" 


Eino winked at Elias. "That's because the two of you weren't mating yet. He had to nudge you in the right 


direction." 


Elias turned bright red. 


Tony laughed. "Someday he's going to stay that color." 

Eino chuckled and left. 

Elias grumbled to himself. 

Tony wrapped his arms around Elias’ neck. "I don't mind it, | find it adorable." 

Elias rolled his eyes. 

Tony kissed him on the cheek. "Be back in a little bit and then we can continue this in our room.’ 
KERE EE KR Æ 

The chief smiled at Tony as he entered the room, motioning for him to sit down beside the circle. 
Tony bit his lip and glanced over the chief. "You asked for me?" 


The chief nodded. "| don't know if Elias spoke of our conversation in his room before you two mated, but | told 


him of the fact that | am growing older and will need a successor’ 
Tony stared at him. "No, you can't go away!" 

The chief smiled sadly at Tony. "IF there's anything about you two, is you react in the same way’ 
Tony flushed. "Im just starting to get to know you and | don't want you to leave" 


‘lam nearing my time, Tony. I've been on this planet for almost fifty years and | was already twenty-five 
when | arrived. l'm not a young man anymore and soon the gods will come to take me to the heavens." 


Tony frowned, tears gathering in his eyes. 


"But before | do, | need to teach my successor and his mate the ways of our people. Namely how to cleanse 


troubled minds and how to interpret dreams with the gods." 
Tony shook his head. "I don't understand. Why are you telling me all of this?" 
The chief smiled. "Because you have been chosen to be my successor." 


Tony blinked, sitting back. "What?" 


"The gods have chosen you to be my successor. They believe with training you will lead our people into a great 


time. Sadly | won't get to see it happen, but | trust their judgment on the matter. They do not take choosing 
the chief lightly. Even | was surprised to be chosen so many years ago." 


Tony shook his head. "I can't be a leader. In the military, | killed most of those under me because | couldn't 
stand up against my captain You have to choose someone else." 


The chief took up his pipe and inhaled. "It is not my decision to make, the gods have chosen it" 
Tony bit his lip. "What if someone dies when I'm chief? Who will | turn for solace?" 


"You should know the answer to that. He wasn't chosen for your mate because the two of you get along. He's 


there to protect you from harm, whatever it may be." 
Tony frowned. "But yours died." 


The chief sighed, blowing smoke from his lips. "Yes, he was taken from me earlier than | hoped but it was the 
gods' decision. | knew only of it right before it happened. There was nothing | could do to stop fate." 


Tony stared at the ground. "I wouldn't be able to handle it if | lost Elias.” 


"You may never lose him, he might lose you instead or you both might live long enough to be taken together. 


That's for the gods to decide." 
Tony got to his feet. "| can't do this." 


The chief shook his head. "You can't escape your fate, Tony. It is known that you will replace me, why can't 
you accept that and open your mind to learning? | have so much to teach you." 


Tony sighed and said, "I'm sorry." 

The chief watched him go and took another drag from his pipe. 

FERE EE KE EE 

Elias was outside of their room when he saw Tony. He frowned at the sad look on Tony's face. "Tony?" 
Tony glanced up with tears in his eyes. 


Elias put his arms around Tony's body and led him inside their room. They shuffled together to sit on the edge 
of the bed. Elias reached out to touch Tony's face. "What's wrong?" 


Tony's lips trembled. "The chief is going to die and | don't want him to go." 


Elias sighed, nodding and holding Tony close. "I know, he told me of it last week. | don't want him to go either." 
"Ive been chosen, Elias. 

Elias frowned, "I don't understand” 

"Ive been chosen to be his replacement" 

Elias pulled back from Tony to stare in his eyes. "What?" 


Tony bit his lip. “That's what he wanted to see me about - to tell me that. | didn't know how to respond so | 
left." 


Elias got to his feet, letting go of Tony's body. "You what?" 

Tony shook his head, tears running down his face. "I didn't know what else to do, I'm not ready for this." 

"You have to go back there, Tony. To leave like that is an insult to him, a dishonor the gods don't take lightly." 
Tony buried his face into his hands and cried. 


Elias sat back down next to him. He reached out to stroke Tony's head. "He's not gone yet. In fact, he told me 


those who have no regrets when someone dies spent as much time with those they love." 
"He..he was the only one to believe in me. | can't say goodbye to him." 


Elias laid his head on top of Tony's. "I believe in you too, and we have some time before he leaves us. Why not 
make the most of it?" He bit back the tears forming in his eyes. "Learn from his wise words and strive to 


move forward." 
"| couldn't have said it better myself." 
Both looked at the doorway. 


The chief walked inside their room and stood before them. "If | had known this would trouble you both this 
much, | wouldn't have told you this soon My hope was to prepare you for your fate but | believe I've done 


more damage than prevention" 


Tony shook his head. "You don't understand, I've never had anyone believe in me as you do. | went through my 
life scared and angry because | knew I'd always be alone." He stopped to sniff. "But you believed in me from the 
start and at first | didn't know what to make of it, unused to anyone caring about me. How can | be happy 


about being chosen to be the one to replace you?" 


"| don't expect happiness that | will die. My goal is to teach you how to be a chief who will lead our people to 


greatness. | would be lying if | said it was easy, as mine was never easy." 
Tony swallowed. "How did you become chief?" 


The chief smiled and sat down in front of them. "If that will ease your grief, then | will tell you. You are not 
the only person to walk into this with a troubled past. When | first arrived here almost fifty years ago, | was 
lost. My faith in anyone was gone and | survived doing what | had to, regardless of others’ feelings. | lived for 


myself and no ore else." 
Elias held Tony close. 


"That is until the gods came to me in a vision while fast asleep one night. They came to tell me that if | was 
to truly be happy that should start to believe everything has a reason. Fate and destiny are one in the same 
for everyone who lives, even on planets far away from here. Once you accept that, your life will take on a new 


meaning." 


Tony nodded. "That must be what's happening. | don't have the agony or remorse for those | had a hand in 


killing anymore." 

‘Somewhat but most of that is the cleansing process. You came to terms with your life and decided to choose 
to fight back against those who would trap you in the past. To be honest, you handled it better than | did. | 
was much more stubborn when it came to that, something the previous chief liked to remind me of on a daily 
basis." 


Tony smiled, snuggling into Elias‘ arms. "You resisted too?" 


The chief nodded. "Yes, and now | realize that | made a mistake. | should be training both of you at the same 
time. You're so linked together that apart you get emotional.” 


Elias laughed, rubbing the top of Tony's head. "You could say that again 

A smile crossed the chief's lips. "It's nice to see that you're getting closer. Though you will need to strengthen 
that bond even more when it comes time to take over. My only suggestion would be to mate even more or 
just spend time with each other." 


Elias flushed. Tony glanced up and laughed. "He's never going to be comfortable with that word is he?" 


The chief laughed. "He will in time. He's just not used to be so open with it right now. The last person he was 


with was in secret without others knowing. Now that it's out in the open, it's a little overwhelming.” 


Elias sighed. "Its just, I'm not used to talking about it. When it happened, it happened and there was nothing to 
be said about it." 


"Exactly, but it will become second nature to you after a while. It just takes time, which is why l'm telling you 
to do it more. Once you've had it enough, the fear and shame you might feel now will melt away." He stopped 
to smile at Elias. "He is yours, Elias. He will be with you in some form forever. Once you realize that he isn't 
going to leave like Johan did, you will start to open up and welcome the emotions you're feeling for Tony.” 

Tony grinned. 

The chief laughed at him. "That goes for you too, Tony. Open up to Elias, instead of trying to bury it again 
Your mind must be clear in order to become chief. No distractions from your past are allowed unless the gods 


deem it necessary.” 


Tony bit his lip. "Are you sure I'll be ready enough? | wasn't much of a leader when | was in the military, what 


makes you think that | can lead the whole tribe?" 

‘Its not me who chose you. The gods have deemed you worthy of that distinction, and | believe in their choice. 
You have the power to lead others, you just have to believe in yourself first. It's in there Tony, I've seen it. 
We just need to open it up a bit" 

Tony nodded. "Was it difficult for you to become chief?" 

The chief sighed. "| almost wasn't one." 

Tony frowned. "I don't understand. If the gods chose you...” 

"They did, but | almost ended my life before it began 
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Elias stared at the chief. "What? | can't believe that." 


The chief sighed. "Despite what | appear to you now, back then | was troubled and unsure of my abilities. | 
didn't have a mate yet so | decided to take matters into my own hands." 


Tony frowned. 

"It was the actions of the man who would become my mate that saved me. He found me in time, urged on by 
vivid dreams of the gods. They told him that | was about to defy their wishes and that he couldn't let that 
happen" 


Tears gathered in Tony's eyes. 


The chief nodded. "Yes, it's somewhat similar to your situation, Tony. You'd already given up when Elias found 


you again. Except you were just waiting to die, | acted on it. Had he not found me, | would have bled to death in 
my bed" 


Elias shook his head. "| can't believe you would do that. You have so many that care about you." 


"You have to understand I'd only been here for half a year at that point. | wasn't patient enough to realize 


that | needed to wait for my destiny.” 
Tony bit his trembling lip. "Did..did the gods punish you?" 


The chief shook his head. "No, they knew | would try it. It was their way of getting me with my future mate. | 
barely knew of him as he lived in another section of the caves. | saw him maybe once or twice in the bathing 


caves but that was about it. We knew nothing of each other." 
Tony scoffed. "A horrible way to do that” 


The chief shrugged. "I don't make the rules, Tony. Usually they don't have to go that route if the two are 


willing and able." 
"Still, they couldn't know that he would find you in time." 


The chief smiled, his eyes twinkling in the low light. "They know everything, Tony. | have a feeling they would 
have kept me alive as long as they needed in order for him to find me. In fact, when | asked my mate later he 
said the gods were in his head telling him which way to go. It never happened again to him after that night. 
They only spoke to me after | was chief." 


Elias frowned. "So just like that you were named chief?" 

The chief laughed at Elias. "No, that was only to get me with him. He stayed at my bedside every night to 
make sure | was eating and resting. Even if he didn't talk much, he healed my wounded soul just being there. 
After | was healed we mated for the first time and | realized that I'd found what I'd been missing - the love 
of another." 

Tony sighed, nodding a litle. "I'm beginning to realize that” 

"Good, that means you're getting closer. Speaking of which, | should let you do just that." The chief got up 
from the ground to stand in front of them. "Do not worry about my past as I've come to terms with it, as 
you both should with yours. Tomorrow | will summon both of you to begin your training.’ He bowed to them 


which they returned. "I wish you a good night" 


KEKE EE KK Æ 


Tony glanced back at Elias and frowned. "Are you ok?" 


Elias sighed. "I loved him" 


Tony turned around in Elias‘ arms to sit on his lap. He reached out to cup Elias’ face. "I know. | don't have to be 


the chief to figure that out. It's obvious when your face clouds over if his name is spoken" 

Elias shook his head, staring down at Tony's bare chest. "I shouldn't, knowing he fooled around with a good 
portion of the tribe behind my back. But something deep inside keeps reminding me of him." He looked Tony in 
the eyes. "I'm sorry." 

Tony scoffed and put his arms around Elias‘ neck. "You have nothing to be sorry for. I'm the one who should 
be sorry. | almost wantonly ended my life, making you miss out on having a mate. If | had known what | did 
back then, | wouldn't have been so careless." 

Elias leaned his forehead against Tony's. "| guess we both have things that we are sorry for." 

Tony touched the top of Elias‘ head. "Maybe through our training we can fix that." 

Elias breathed in Tony's scent before capturing his lips. 

Tony moaned, letting Elias lay him down on the bed and spreading his legs open. 

Elias broke the kiss and looked down at Tony. "I want you." 


Tony pulled Elias down on top of him, hands tangling in Elias hair and breathing on his lips, "I want you back." 


PEKE KE EK Æ 


Chapter 6 


Tony woke up to find himself in a swirl of darkness. He surmised he was still dreaming but it felt more real 


than any of his previous dreams. 

A man with long black hair and reddish skin approached Tony. 

Tony blinked at the man. "Who are you?" 

The man stopped to stand in front of Tony. "Someone you've never met before. | come to you for a favor." 
Tony frowned. "A favor? I'm in no position to offer a favor." 

"Actually you are, Tony. You will become chief soon and there is one thing | want you to do." 

Tony blinked. "Are you a god?" 

The man laughed at Tony's confused face. "No, but my motives are pure. You must make the current chief 
ready to move on. Its one of the things he will teach you. In order to do that, he must fully make peace with 
his former life." 

"And you're a part of his former life?" 

The man sighed. "I've never left it, but there is much he needs to admit before he can move on" 

"| don't understand." 

The man touched Tony's arm. “That doesn't matter right now. What | need for you to do is to tell him that it 
wasn't his fault. He still blames himself for my death and he will try to resist talking about it. You need to 
make him face it and come to peace with it, make him realize that it wasn't his actions that caused my death." 


Tony blinked. "You're his mate, aren't you?" 


"Yes, and | want to be with him again, but that can't happen until he's made peace with his life. If he doesn't, 


he won't come to the heavens and languish in a purgatory for those who are lost. | can't let that happen to 


him. 
Tony bit his lip and then nodded. "I will try my best. He might resist me too." 
The man started to fade away, his voice filling Tony's ears, “That's all | can ask. Be well, Tony." 


EEKE EE EK 


Elias groaned, the bed moving around him. He frowned and touched Tony's arm. 
Tony gasped for a breath, his eyes wide open. "What.where am |?" 

Elias held Tony closer, kissing the top of his head. "You're with me in our bed." 
Tony sighed and leaned back. “Elias. |.| saw something in my dream. 

"A nightmare?" 

Tony let his eyes drift shut, Elias‘ hand running down his bare chest. "No, | think it was a vision" 
Elias stilled his hand. "Really? With the gods?" 

"No, but someone who is with them | think" 

Elias frowned. "Do you know who it was?" 

Tony hesitated. 

"Tony?" 

‘It was the chief's mate. He came to me in my dream and told me something." 


Elias sighed and looked away. "I only met him a few times before he died, having come here two months prior. 
He was a strong man and very stubborn with the chief." 


"That doesn't surprise me, given what he asked me to do. | have a feeling the chief and he differed on a lot of 
things." 


Elias nodded. "Yes, they did argue a bit but they always came together when it was needed. | believe they 
cared deeply for each other." 


PEKE OE KE KK 


The chief smiled at them as they entered at midday. He got up from his seat. "In order to teach you the gifts 


of being a chief, you will need to practice on someone. And that someone is me." 
Tony watched the chief sit in the circle that he once sat in a month ago. "But where do | sit?" 


The chief motioned for his usual spot. "That should be obvious, Tony." 


Tony stared down at the spot. "But, that's yours. It wouldn't feel..." 
The chief held up his hand. "Stop. It will be your spot soon enough." 


Tony glanced over at Elias before sitting in the spot. He shuddered a little, some kind of force touching his 
body with invisible hands. "What..." 


The chief smiled. "Haven't you ever wondered why | don't do the cleansing anywhere else?" 


Tony blinked. "I didn't think about that, but you're right. You only do it here. In fact, other than at our room 


I've never seen you anywhere else." 

The chief laughed. "Well, | do leave to sleep, but yes most of my time will be spent here. It's the only 
connection to the gods in these caves so its my duty to monitor them for anything. A new visitor or a change 
to the tribe. | will teach you how to interpret them." 

Tony looked down at his hands and gasped. “They..they're glowing.’ 


‘I've grown so accustomed to it that | don't see it anymore, but thats the energy of the gods. They will aid us 
with your teachings.” 


Tony bit his lip. "So what do | do now?" 

The chief bowed his head down. "Touch the top of my head and we will begin" 
ORK 

Tony blinked at the visions he was seeing like they were in someone else's eyes. 
The chief's voice was loud. "They are someone else's eyes - they're mine." 


Tony looked through the chief's eyes at the blackness surrounding them. "It's like it was when | did this the 
first time. Nothing is visible." 


The chief nodded and sighed. "Because I've conquered my past demons. This is how it should look when the 


cleanse is complete." 
Tony frowned, his mind wandering to the vision he had. 
The chief blinked, the scenery changing around him. "What..." 


Tony gaped at the man standing before the chief. He was the same man who appeared in his dream. 


The chief backed away from him. "No, I've come to terms with that. You don't belong here" 

The man shook his head. "You haver't dealt with me, you've pushed me away" 

The chief moved further back. "I have not, | have dealt with you" 

Tony bit his lip. "Maybe you haven't come fully to terms with it. Maybe you even blame yourself for it?" 
The chief looked around him. "Who have you been talking to? End this now” 


Tony held fast. "This isn't the mind of someone who has been cleansed. Why do you blame yourself for his 


death? It was an accident, nothing more." 


The chief shook his head, tears gathering in his eyes. "No, it wasn't. | sent him to his death and knew full well 
it would happen" 


"Ht was fate, you know that. The gods weren't punishing you." 

The chief stared up. "You don't know that, you weren't there" 

"Then show me 

Everything around them changed to the chief's room with his mate sitting across from him by the circle. A 
younger version of the chief reached across it to touch his mate. "Jared, you must dig further into the caves 


to the south. The gods wish us to expand." 


Jared nodded, reaching out to take the chief's hand and interlock it with his. "Are you sure? Some of the rock 


in that area is not very stable." 
The chief sighed. "Yes, | believe they will guide the way for you." 


Jared got up to look down at the chief. "ls there something you're not telling me? You know you can tell me 


anything.” 
The chief smiled at him. "You know there are some things | can't tell you as the chief.” 


Jared leaned down over the circle and kissed the chief's lips. "I know, but | can't help to ask At least let me 
know if I'm about to die, then | can prepare myself to meet the gods." 


The chief tangled his hands in Jared's hair, pulling him closer and whispering, "Of course." 


Everything changed again to the blackness. 


The chief reached out for Jared who was still standing in front of him. "I'm sorry, | kept it from you.” 


Jared let the chief stroke his face. "You are the messenger, not the source of the message. The gods chose 


for me to die, not you." 
The chief let his hands drop to his sides. "I lied to you. | promised you long ago that | wouldn't" 


Jared shook his head and pulled the chief into his arms. "You had to in order for fate to happen | don't blame 
you for my death and you shouldn't blame yourself either." 


The chief sobbed in Jared's arms. "I never. never told you how much you mean to me." 


Jared smiled, holding him closer. "I always knew. From your touch, the way you would kiss me before | left for 


the day. Your actions speak louder than your words." 


The chief breathed deeply, the scent of his lover filling his being again. "| want to be with you again, Jared. To 


feel you again" 


"You will, once Tony is ready. l'm proud at how strong you've been without me. | admit | feared that you would 


regress to before we met. And like always, you proved me wrong." 


The chief bit his lip. "ld be lying if | didn't think about it for a moment, but | had someone else to watch over 


instead." 


"Elias has changed you, and for that | will always give thanks to him. He would have been lost without you and 
never get to meet his mate Tony.’ He stopped to stroke the chief's head. "I believe it's time for them to join 


The chief pulled back to look into Jared's eyes. "For once, | agree with you. They are ready and l.. am ready to 
give them away. Thank you, Jared” 


Jared smiled, his face starting to vanish into the background. "Do not thank me, thank Tony." 
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Tony's eyes opened and he looked over at the chief who was sobbing. 

Elias made a move to comfort him. 

Tony's hard rose. "No, let him properly grieve for Jared's death. He's been holding it in for a while’ 
The chief sighed through the tears. "He came to you in a vision, didn't he?" 


Tony nodded. "Yes, but he didn't say much to me. Just that | needed to tell you that it wasn't your fault for 


his death. Though | guess a vision of him did what | couldn't." 

The chief shook his head, wiping the tears away with the back of his hand. "That wasn't a vision, that was 
Jared himself. If it had been a recreation in my mind it wouldn't have smelled like him. He wanted you to 
attempt it so he could finally convince me, as he has since his death, but | pushed him away with every try. 
It's only when I'm here in the circle that | can't resist it anymore." 


Tony bit his lip. "I'm sorry." 


"You have no reason to be sorry. Your job is to prepare me for my reunion with the gods, which means 


making sure l'm not repressing anything." 


Tony nodded, getting up from his seat to let the chief sit back down in it. He wandered over to sit next to 
Elias. 


The chief cocked his head to the side. "You have a question on your lips?" 
Tony sighed. "I don't understand the last thing you said in the vision Give them away? Do you mean us?" 


"No, them in this case is our joining rings. | haven't worn mine since his death because it brought me so much 


pain. Jared's ring was found by Elias when he was looking for hunting caves." 
Elias blinked. "The gold band. Thats why you had tears in your eyes when | gave it to you." 


The chief nodded. "Yes, | didn't think | would ever see it again. Jared died in a cave-in so | assumed it had been 


buried along with his body." 

"But | found it in the middle of the path. It was nowhere near the area he'd been in" 

The chief smiled. "His way of choosing the next hunter. He was a fearless hunter as you are, Elias. It was no 
accident that he chose you to find his ring." He stopped to sigh. "He knew you would eventually be his 


replacement." 


Tony smiled. "In more ways than one." He looked up at Elias. "Without you, the chief would have tried to kill 


himself again. You saved him, Elias, just as you've saved me." 
Tears filled Elias’ eyes. 
Tony hugged Elias tight and whispered, "Thank you." 


KKE EE EK Æ 


Elias groaned, the bed jostling beside him and Tony's protests filling his ears. He sat straight up to see a man 


with long black braided hair pull Tony away. "Where are you taking him?" 
The man turned around and smiled. "That is not your concern right now." 


Elias clamored out of bed and grabbed Tony's arm. "You're not taking him anywhere until you tell me what's 


going on" 

The man sighed and pulled Tony toward him. *Let go, Elias. You'll be with him soon enough" 

Elias held fast. "Not unless you tell me what's going on" 

The man called out to the doorway. "Eino, he's awake" 

Eino poked his head inside the doorway and looked at them. "And? What's the problem, Perttu?" 
Pertu sighed and pointed to Elias. "He won't let go of Tony: 

Eino walked inside and pried Elias' hand off Tony's arm, nodding to Perttu. "Go, I'll deal with Elias. 
Perttu dragged Tony away despite the protests 


Elias made a motion to grab Tony again but Eino held him back. He frowned at Eino. "Whats going on, Eino? 
Why are you taking Tony away from me? We're a mated pair.” 


Eino shook his head. “Actually, you're not. At least not yet." 
| don't understand." 
Eino grabbed Elias’ arm and dragged him outside. "It will all be explained soon enough." 
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Elias was taken to a bathing area he'd never been in before. It was much smaller than the communal one and 
only dimmed torchlight illuminated the water. He frowned at Eino. "Where are we?" 


Eino pushed Elias into the water. "Get cleaned up." 
Elias looked around. "There's no washing cloths. How am | supposed to clean?" 
Eino folded his arms across his broad chest. "Just dunk in the water, it will do the rest.” 


"| don't understand." 


Eino waved his hand at Elias and said no more. 


Elias sighed and dove under the water. He almost lost the breath he was keeping when he saw brightly colored 
stones at the bottom of the bath. His hand reached out to touch one and his whole body shook. 


Eino was still standing there when Elias bounced to the surface gasping. He cocked his head at Elias. "Something 


wrong?" 
Elias blinked, trying to remember where he was. "What..what were those?" 
Eino glanced at the water. "There's nothing in there, Elias." 


Elias shook his head and pointed downward into the water. "Underneath the water. There's glowing stones and 


when | touched one it made me shake. If you come in here, | can show you them.’ 
"No, I'm not allowed in there. The chief specifically said only you were to enter it" 


Elias blinked at the torchlight rising to reveal drawings all over the walls. Men hunting prkrara with large bows 


and golden colored arrows. Their names were written underneath the drawings along with their year of deaths. 


He searched around the room and stopped on a drawing of a brown-haired hunter with a blue bow in his hand. 


His mouth hung open a little. 

Eino grinned. "| see you finally found yourself on the wall. To the left of that is Jared, the chief's mate." 

Elias looked at the drawing of a black haired, red skinned man. "| remember him. He always left me in so much 
awe that | could hardly speak around him. His presence was so strong that everyone yielded to him other than 
the chief." 


Eino waved his hand. "Come on, you've cleaned up enough.” 


Elias moved to get out of the water, but then stopped. He looked over at Jared's painting. "Thank you for 


choosing me. | am honored to be your successor.” 
The painting glowed a brilliant white and then it faded. 


Elias shivered when he got out of the water. He blinked at the sensations touching his mind and body. 
Knowledge filled his mind. How to hunt multiple prkraras and the ingredients for masking the smell of death. 
Strength filled his muscles and bones, pushing him to stand up straighter than he had before. He looked up at 
Eino. "What is happening to me?" 


Eino stepped forward to take Elias‘ arm. "As | said before, it will all be explained" 
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Elias was taken into a cave filled with brightly colored clothes. He frowned at the non-animal skin items. 


Eino laughed at him and grabbed a blue outfit from the table. He handed it to Elias. "Get ready and | will be 
back to collect you." 


Elias watched Eino pull back the animal skin covering on the door to close off the room. He glanced down at the 


dark blue shirt and pants, which held golden trim around the edges. 


With a sigh, Elias took a white cloth from the table and dried his body from the water. Eino hadn't given him 
anything to use there, so he used what he could find in here. His eyes fluttered, whatever had been on the 
cloth filtered into his skin. Years wiped away of Elias’ skin, leaving it gleaming in the low torchlight. 


He pulled on the blue pants which fit his body perfectly, hugging in all of the right spots. It was then that he 
noticed his name written in their language with golden thread on the front of his shirt. He reached down to 
trace over the letters with his fingertip. 


Eino poked his head inside the room. "Finished yet?" 


Elias pulled on the shirt, rubbing it against his chest and nipples. It teased his body as Tony would do when 
they were mating. He couldn't explain how a piece of clothing would be able to do that. 


Eino laughed at Elias’ confused expression and grabbed his arm again. "Come on, you're ready." 
EEE 

Elias was led through a maze of corridors that he didn't recognize. He'd been all over their caves but these 
were not ones he'd been into or even near from the carvings on the walls. They warned that this was a 
sacred area and only those chosen would be able to enter. 


Eino stopped in front of a door covered in red and black skins. "Wait here." 


Elias frowned as Eino stepped inside the room, leaving Elias outside. He turned his head a little to spot a man 
with black hair approaching him. "Jared?" 


Jared smiled at him, reaching out to touch Elias' head. "My successor, Elias Viljanen. You have been chosen by 
the gods and l'm granting you the power that they granted me long ago. Use it wisely as | have done in the 
past." 


Elias' eyes fluttered, newfound strength arching his body. "What..." 


Jared removed his hand and smiled at Elias. "Go forth and make me proud, Elias. Honor yourself and the tribe." 


Elias gasped when Jared's body faded away into nothing. He looked down at his body which was now glowing a 
brilliant yellow light. Eino touched his arm and he turned to face him. 


"Its time, Elias. Come with me." 
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Bright torchlight made Elias shield his eyes with his hand. 

The chief, who sat in the middle of an open area dressed in a brilliant white robe, chuckled. "After being in the 
dark so long Elias, it is quite blinding walking in here. There is a reason for it and that is the tribe needs to be 
able to see this." 

Elias blinked and looked through his hand. There in front of him was every member of their tribe, sitting along 
the walls that lined the chamber. He looked around to see drapes with their language covering the parts of the 
walls that didn't hold torches. "Where am |?" 

The chief motioned for him to approach. "Come forth Elias Viljanen, Jared Wilcox's successor." 

Elias trembled a little, climbing down the carved out stairs to the middle of the area which held a polished 
painted floor. He looked down at the pictures and flushed. There under his feet were men joined together in 


mating. 


The chief laughed at Elias' expression. "There is no shame in mating, Elias. It is a form of love, or in your case 


bonding." 

Elias glanced around the room and frowned. "Where is Tony?" 

The chief motioned for him to come closer. "He will appear when | am ready for him." 
Elias bit his lip and stood in front of the chief, uncertainty gnawing at him. 


The chief stood and touched Elias' shoulder. "Elias Viljanen, you have been chosen by the gods to become 
mates with Tony Kakko. Do you accept this bestowment?" 


Elias nodded. "Yes, | do." 
"And you Vow to honor him with your love forever?" 
Elias smiled. "There's not a bone in my body that doesn't feel love for him." 


The chief smiled and withdrew a blue scarf from his robe. He tied it around Elias' right hand and nodded to a 


doorway on the left. 
The curtain was pulled back to admit Perttu followed by Tony. 


Elias sucked in a breath when he caught sight of him. Tony was dressed in red garments with gold trim and 
his name translated into their language on the front. 


The chief smiled at Elias' reaction and turned to Tony. "Come forth Tony Kakko, successor to Victor Frieberg" 
Tony frowned at the top of the steps. 
The chief laughed at his and Elias‘ confused expressions. "Come down, Tony." 


Tony walked down the stairs, his eyes locking with Elias’. He stopped in front of the chief, finally letting his gaze 


go away from Elias. 


The chief touched Tony's head. "Tony Kakko, you have been chosen by the gods to lead this tribe when | am 


gone. Do you accept this bestowment?" 

Tony swallowed hard. "Yes, | do.” 

"You've also been granted Elias Viljanen as your mate. Do you accept this offering?" 

Tony turned to Elias, looking into his eyes. "With all of my heart" 

"And you vow to honor this tribe and bestow Elias with your love forever?" 

Tony glanced around the room at the tribe members, and then back at the chief. "I do." 

The chief nodded and pulled out a red scarf and tied it around Tony's right wrist. He then tied the loose ends 
of the blue and red scarves together. "This day has been chosen by the gods to join Tony Kakko and Elias 
Viljanen. We honor them by tying the colors of their auras together, making them joined forever." He looked 
out at the gathering of people. "Let us rejoice, we have found our new chief to lead the tribe until he grants 
that power to another. Please welcome them with your hearts!" 

Everyone around Tony and Elias started to cheer. 
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After the ceremony, Tony and Elias were ushered into the chief's room by Eino and Perttu. They both kneeled 
down before the chief, both still wearing their red and blue clothes. 


The chief sighed and pulled out a pouch. "I should have given these to you at the joining ceremony, but | don't 


know if | would have been able to stay focused." 

Elias slipped his hand into Tony's, interlocking their fingers. 

The chief smiled at them. "These are the joining rings that we were given by the previous chief. They signify 
your blessing by the gods to become chief and his mate. They are to be worn at all times. Taking them off 
means that you've broken the bonds of your joining." 


Elias frowned. "But you didn't wear yours after Jared's death." 


"Yes, but the gods granted me that respite because it was affecting my ability to be a good chief. You know all 
too well what | was like after he died" 


Elias held Tony closer. "Yes, | remember it was a difficult time. Though you recovered quickly or so | thought" 


Tony shook his head. "He never recovered at all. He did what I'd been doing for decades - repressing them. It 


wasn't until recently that he came to terms with it." 

The chief took up his pipe and lit it. "I am human, after all. Just because l'm chief doesn't mean | can't feel 
deeply for those under my care. The trick is, to balance out those feelings for everyone instead of just a 
select few. Give your love freely to those under you is what the gods teach. It's not an easy lesson to learn" 


"Is your name really Victor Frieberg?" 


The chief smiled. "Yes, that was my name before | became chief. It was odd to hear it out loud again. I've 


grown so accustomed to the name chief." 

"Did you crash land like the rest of us?" 

The chief took a drag of his pipe and set it aside. "Yes, but far away from these caves. | wandered for days, 
baking in the sun and making my skin dark. Eventually the chief sent out a party to find me as he was told 


someone of great importance needed help." 


Tony bit his lip. "So | have to ask, do the gods make the ships crash down here? Or are there other forces at 


work?" 

The chief sighed. "That is really not known. | mean, the gods have the power to make it happen if necessary 
but maybe the ship was already on that course and they let it happen? There have been times that people 
have crashed here and died immediately. It seems they weren't fated to join our tribe." 


Tony looked down at the rings in the chief's hand. "How do you know if they will fit?" 


"For that, I'll let you witness for yourself” 


Tony held out his left hand for the chief. He bit his lip as the large ring slipped on his ring finger. As it did so, 
it started to form around Tony's finger until it fit snugly around it. He tried to take the hand back but the 
chief held onto it. 


"Wait Tony, there's something | need to say with it” 

Tony flushed. "Sorry." 

The chief smiled at him. "Ever the impatient one." He watched Tony turn a darker shade before continuing. 
"Tony Kristian Kakko, you are tasked with being the chief of this tribe and all of the duties that come with it. 
Your mate for life is Elias Viljanen which you shall honor with this band of gold. It will forever bind you two 
together." 

Tony blinked. "How did you know my middle name?" 

The chief chuckled and motioned for Elias’ left hand. "Elias Viljanen, you are the main hunter of this tribe and 
duties associated with peacekeeping among the tribe. Your mate for life is Tony Kakko which you shall honor 


with this band of gold. It will forever bind you two together.” 


Elias watched the ring form around his finger as Tony's did. He tried to take his back but the chief held onto it 
and brought Tony's to it. 


The chief looked between the two men. "You two are now joined and will carry on leadership duties once I've 
passed. | bless your lives, wishing for much happiness and a few tests of your strength to make sure you 
don't get complacent. Make me and the gods proud with your deeds." 
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A month later Tony was shaken awake. He pushed the arm away and mumbled, "Too early." 


"He's dead." 


Tony's eyes flew open, his heart racing. He looked up into Elias’ concerned eyes. "Oh no, please tell me its not 


who | think it is." 
Elias bit his lip, tears forming in his eyes. 
Tony sat up. "Why didn't he call for us?" 


Eino popped his head inside. "Because he only got out a few words before dying. It wouldn't have been enough 


time for you to hear it." 


Tony bit his lip. "What did he say?" 
Eino sighed. "He said, ‘I'm coming, Jared’ and then passed." 


Tears formed in Tony's eyes. He knew the chief had been ill for the past week, but he thought he had more 


time with him to learn. "I'm not ready for this.” 

Eino shook his head. "You don't have a choice now. You've been chosen to lead us.” 
Tony looked over at Elias. "I can't do this." 

Elias motioned to Eino with his hand. "We'll be there soon. Please give us a minute." 
Eino nodded and withdrew from the room. 

Tony's hands shook on his lap. "I can't do this, I'm not ready. Elias, I... 


Elias sat down beside Tony and held him close. "You have to be, the tribe needs you right now. Their strength 
is from your strength, as the chief told us many times." 


Tony buried his face into Elias‘ neck and cried. 
Elias stroked his head, letting himself cry as well. 
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Tony steadied himself on Elias‘ arm as he walked inside the chief's sleeping room. He bit back the tears forming 
in his eyes upon seeing the lifeless form of the chief. 


Elias frowned and tried to steady himself for Tony's benefit. "Did he teach you a rite you will need to 


perform?" 


Tony sighed and nodded. "Yes, he did. We'll need to bring the body back to the chief's main room. It will be 
placed in the circle and |. will perform it. Then the body can be buried." 


Eino nodded to two other men to retrieve the body and take it out to the other room. 
Tony leaned against Elias‘ body. "| thought | would have more time. He must have known it was soon." 


Elias kissed the top of Tony's head. "I'm sure he did, but | believe he kept it from us for a reason. That we 
wouldn't be dreading the days leading up to it, that we would proceed on like we had every day." 


"That makes sense. | just. don't know if I'm ready, Elias." 


Elias cupped Tony's face with his hands. "I don't think anyone ever is, but | believe in you. They wouldn't have 
chosen you if they didn't think you could do it" 


Tears rolled down Tony's face. "At least | still have you. | don't know what | would do without you.” 


Elias smiled and kissed Tony's lips. "Hopefully that won't happen for a while. I've never had a mate before so | 


want to experience all of it before we part." 
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Tony hesitated and then sat in the chief's spot. It was his now, there was no need to deny it now. He sighed 
and nodded at Eino and the two other men. "My thanks, you can go for now. I'll have Elias summon you when 
we're done.” 

Eino nodded and headed out of the chief's room. 

Elias reached out to touch Tony's hand but he stopped him. 

Tony shook his head. "No, we can't be joined for this. | can do it" 


Elias nodded and moved away from the circle. "Do | need to leave as well?" 


"No, you need to stay. We are his successors and therefore should be present. It will only take a few moments 


to do the rite." 


Tony let his eyes drift shut, the whispers of the gods telling him to be calm. They would guide him with it. He 
sighed, letting the information fill his mind and body. 


Elias watched him with a frown but knew better than to interrupt whatever was happening to him. 


Tony's eyes opened and he looked down on the old chief's body. He laid a hand on the chief's head. "Victor 
Freiberg, former chief of the Atanos tribe, | will guide you to the afterlife. You were fated to die and be 
reunited with your mate Jared Wilcox. Your deeds will be known to future chiefs who take up the mantle later 
and they will learn from them as | have learned from them." Tony sighed. "Go in peace, Victor. Be reunited with 


your mate for all time and welcomed into the heavens." 
The chief's body glowed a brilliant blue for a few seconds before going back to his ashen color. 
Tony looked over at Elias. "The rite has been successful. He is no longer in this realm anymore and his body 


can be prepared for burial. They tell me that Eino knows the burial rites, so l'm not needed for that. | trust he 
will perform them with the utmost care." 


Elias nodded and got up. He walked outside and nodded to Eino. "He is ready for the burial rites." 


Eino and the same two men came in again to retrieve the chief's body. He stopped short when Tony raised his 


hand with a white cloth. "What is this?" 

‘Its his deems, written on the purity of white cloth. They should be buried with his body." 
Eino nodded and took the cloth. "I will, chief." 

Tony blinked at the title as Eino left. 

Elias turned back to Tony and reached out for his hand. "Tony?" 

Tony shook his head. "I don't think | will ever get used to being called the chief” 


Elias squeezed Tony's hand. "It is your name now. Though to be fair, I'll still call you Tony. Assuming the gods 


will allow me." 
Tony smiled, the gods‘ voices coming into his head again. "They are fine with it" 
Elias leaned across the circle to kiss Tony on the lips, his hand coming up to cup Tony's face. 


Tony sighed into the kiss, letting the soft murmurs of the gods giving their praise to Elias’ show of love fill 
him. 
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Chapter 1 


A groan escaped Tony's lips as he rolled around in bed. He reached out for Elias but his side of the bed was 


cold. 

Tony sat up in bed, the blankets pooling at his sides, and sighed. He knew Elias rose early to do hunting and 
other stuff, but Tony would rather if he waited until Tony woke up. It was selfish and he knew it, wanting to 
wake up in the arms of his lover. 

They'd been together for the last fifteen years and maybe a hundred times had Tony woken up in Elias’ arms. 
After the first couple of years, Elias was out of bed way before Tony. It wasn't even exhaustion that let Tony 
sleep longer than Elias, just finally finding peace. 


Their tribe had prospered along the years. Babies born to male and female mated pairs that Tony blessed in 
the sacred spring had grown up to be strong teenagers that helped with the hunting. 


No ships had crashed in the time after Tony took over from the previous chief. The gods had been fairly 
silent concerning the future at all, just letting Tony know of an impending birth or death. 


They were at peace and yet Tony couldn't help to wonder if it would truly stay that way for long. It was 


unnerving having everything go smoothly after years in the military of everything going wrong. 


It let him sleep peacefully at night but something just seemed off to him. The lack of intervention from the 
gods didn't help matters either, like they were keeping him in the dark for some reason 


Tony sighed, shaking his head. He was obsessing again about the little things. Why couldn't he just let it 


peaceful and not worry about it? 
It was then that a large boom shook the bed and walls. 
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Elias was hunting when he felt it. He finished off the prkrara he had been tracking and headed out of the cave. 
Laying his bow against the wall, he got back into his clothes to head back in the main cave. 


He knew full well what that was - a ship had crashed down on the planet again. What was in it, was all he 
didn't know. 


Was it another military ship like the last time with Tony? Was it a random ship getting caught in the strong 


atmosphere? 


There was only one way to find out - go outside and see. 
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Tony scrambled out of bed, rushing over to his clothes and putting them on as fast as he could. He had no 
idea what the hell was going on, but he was going to find out. 


Was it a downed ship? Was this what Elias felt when his shuttle crash-landed on the planet so long ago? 


For that matter, why didn't the gods warn him of this in the first place? His dreams were of Elias and them 
being happy, no gods said anything to him subconsciously. 


Once he got dressed he headed outside of their room only to run into Elias. 

Elias flushed at Tony. "Sorry, | was going to see what crashed down" 

Tony nodded. "And Im going with you." 

Elias shook his head. "No, you aren't. I'm not exposing you to someone that could be hostile” 

Tony's eyebrow rose. "And just when did you become chief?" 

Elias groaned and pushed Tony back into their room. “Ill call for you if | need you. Just trust me on this, Tony” 
Tony sighed. "Why do you get to have all of the fun?" 


Elias smiled and took Tony into his arms. "Its my job to protect my mate from harm. Especially when my 
mate is our chief." 


"I'd kiss you but then I'd get a face full of that stuff. Please tell me you're going to wash that off before 
greeting whoever it might be." 


Elias chuckled and disengaged himself from Tony's body. "Have it your way." 


Tony followed Elias to their private bathing area next to their room. He watched Elias dunk his face into the 
warm water, rubbing off the hunting paint with a cloth. 


Elias turned to see him watching. He rubbed at his face, getting all of the nooks and crannies where the paint 
tended to go. "What?" 


Tony smiled and walked forward, taking the cloth out of Elias‘ hands. He rubbed it down Elias’ neck with it. "Just 


watching." 


Elias leaned closer to Tony. "You do know that there is a ship crashed out there. We don't really have time for 


this." 


Tony rolled his eyes and dipped it down in the water to wring it out. "There's always time to look presentable. 
Its unlikely they're going to cause that much trouble in the span of five minutes." 


As if on cue, Eino rushed into the bathing area and flushed when he saw them together. "Elias, you're needed. 
There's a young man out there running around outside by our caves. He's yelling at the top of his lungs for 
some reason." 

Tony sighed and finished off Elias' face. "Go, find out what's going on" 

Elias moved away from Tony only to turn back. "We'll continue this later if you want." 

Tony grinned at Elias. "We better." 
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The young man was indeed yelling at the top of his lungs when Elias arrived. Though Elias couldn't make out 
what he was saying through the screams. 


Elias leaned out of the cave, only showing his top half, and called out to him. "Hey!" 
The man stopped moving and turned around slowly. He blinked at Elias’ form. 


"Good, you're finally quiet. I'd like you to stop making a racket outside of our caves. You're disturbing the 


people inside." 
The man gaped. "Did..did you just speak to me? How..this planet is deserted" 


"Appearances can be deceiving but | can assure you it is not deserted. We just choose to live inside the caves 
instead of burning up outside in the high heat." 


He shuffled closer to their cave. "But..but you're not an alien. You look almost human." 


Elias' eyebrow rose. "Almost human? I'm fully human as is everyone else in here. In fact, | don't think there 


was ever aliens as you call them here." 
The man frowned. "Then I'm not stranded on a deserted planet." 
"No, you're not. Though that's up to the chief on whether you're allowed in here." 


The man blinked at Elias. "Chief? Like an Indian chief?" 


I'm not sure what you mean, but he is our leader. The gods guide him and his decisions.’ 


The man moved closer to the caves. "So, um, can | see him? | mean, it's not like | have much out here. My 


ship is destroyed and | was alone on my mission” 

Elias thought for a moment and then said, "What was your mission?" 

‘Nothing too weird, just recon for this planet. My superiors thought maybe there was a survivor on this 
planet who was supposed to be dead" He scoffed "When | first received the mission, | thought it was a waste 
of time to watch a deserted planet. Unless your race developed here in the last I5 years then they might have 
lived." 


Elias stared at him. "Fifteen years?" 


"Yes, a man was lost. Well, actually two men were lost and recorded as dead, but one of them turned up on 


another planet far from here." 

Elias sighed. "I will consult with our chief." 

"No need, bring him to my room." 

Elias turned and was face to face with Tony. "I thought | told you to wait for me to call you." 


Tony rolled his eyes at Elias and turned to the man. "Follow us to my room. | might have what you're looking 


for." 


Elias grabbed Tony's arm to stop him. Tony turned to face him. "I'd been wondering if this would happen so 


there's no point in ignoring it now. | know what l'm doing." 
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The man blinked at the low light level inside Tony's room. He frowned at the painted circle in the middle of the 


floor. 

Tony took his seat, looking up at the man. "You might as well sit. Its not a short story." 
The man sat down cross-legged outside of the circle. "I don't understand" 

Tony smiled at him. "All in good time. What is your name if | might ask?" 


The man hesitated and then sighed. "It's Antony." 


"Nice to meet you, Antony. | assume you found Jani Liimatainen on a Kokkola planet." 


Antony blinked. "How did you know that?" 


"Because he was captured by the Kokkola fifteen years ago. They blew up the shuttlecraft he was on and at 


the same time beamed him onboard their ship." 
"Really? But what happened to the other crew member?" 


Tony smiled. "He's right in front of you. Though admittedly | don't look the same as my military photo from 


back then anymore. Pudgier around the middle thanks to the good food in here, and | have a beard now." 
Antony shook his head. "It can't be." 

"IFs true. I'm Tony Kakko, formerly second in command of the Stratovarius. The only reason | wasn't with Jari, 
is the Kokkola captain deemed me useless and threw me into a broken down shuttle aimed at this planet. | tried 
to pull it out of the atmosphere, but it was too late. It crashed landed shortly after and | was rescued by 
Elias." 

Antony blinked "The same Elias | met before this?" 

"Yes, though he wasn't that interested in me per se. He put me into a nearby cave and claimed my ship." 


Antony frowned. "Why would a primitive race want your ship?" 


Tony laughed. "Looks can be deceiving. It's what | thought as well but there's more than meets the eye here. | 


think it's to detract others from interfering in our ways." 

"But what did he do with the ship?" 

"| never bothered to ask. l'm guessing to reinforce the caves or parts to help dig them further inside. All of 
these caves were pretty much mined out over the years. It's actually pretty amazing considering they've only 


been on this planet for 300 years." 


Antony sat back, shaking his head. "Unbelievable. This tribe has been here the whole time and no one even 


noticed." 

"Well, it's not like any of us ever leave." 

Antony stared at Tony. "You stay here forever?" 

"Well, yes. Until we die of course. There's no need to leave when we have everything we could ever want here." 


Antony looked at the ground. "What about girls? All| see are guys around here." 


Tony laughed. "There are women but they are usually mated off pretty quickly. After all, they are fated to 


bring in the next generation of our people." 


Antony sighed. "I don't think | could live like that. I'd miss the technology and computers doing everything. Here, 
you'd be back to doing stuff for yourself." 


"And thats why | love it. There is no competition of who is better than whom. We're constantly at peace that 
it's a welcome change from the hell | was in during my military time. | sent men to their deaths without a 
word and paid for it dearly. It ruined me inside and out, but this place healed all of that" He stopped to smile. 
"It made me realize just how beautiful life can be when you stop long enough to enjoy it" 

Antony shook his head. "There's nothing much in my life to enjoy. My mom died when | was ten and my 
dad..well, he'd rather not have to deal with me. He transferred me to another ship six months ago, just to be 
away from me." 

Tony frowned. "| doubt that's the reason. Maybe he felt you would excel more on the other ship?" 


"Not my father. He's too concerned with getting things done to care about me." 
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Tony walked with Antony to the dining hall. "So how did you find out about Jani? Did he get discovered on some 


mission?" 

Antony shook his head. "More like in the middle of a war. The military went to war with the Kokkola when they 
sabotaged a military base. There were rumors it was an inside job, but they couldn't prove it. They attacked a 
planet the Kokkola inhabited and Jani was found among the dead. Apparently he died from a shell blast as did 
the rest of the people in that area." 

"And the military took him back? Or did they just leave him there?" 


"They took him back when they scanned the room for life. His body was taken home and buried next to his 
father's." 


Tony blinked. "His father died before Jani did?" 


"From the rumors, it looks like he took his own life when Jani was presumed dead. He never lived long enough 


to find out that his son was indeed still alive. At least for ten years after we thought he was dead" 
Tony bit his lip and kept walking. 


Antony looked over at him. "You two were tied together from what | hear. Your father saving his before you 


were born" 


"Yes, we were. | was tasked with making sure Jani stayed in line, but in the end | failed in that regard. | don't 


even know if my own father is still alive or not" 

Antony sighed. "No, he passed away a few years ago. My dad told me about it when it happened.” 

Tony frowned and headed inside the dining area. He turned around to face Antony. "This is where we eat. The 
food is prepared by various people out of the vegetables that we cultivate, and the meat we hunt" He stopped 
to pat his stomach. "It's really tasty and | tend to eat too much of it" 

Antony stared off in the distance. 

Tony's eyebrow rose, turning around to see what Antony was looking at. "Something has caught your attention” 


Antony bit his lip, sighing a little. "She's beautiful." 


Tony looked around the area, smiling and turning back to Antony. "I think I've spotted the source of your 


distraction. Her name is Innera." 
"Innera," repeated Antony, his eyes never leaving her form. 


Tony chuckled. "She is too young to mate right now. Though in three months, she will be of age. Thats when 


she turns eighteen" 
Antony flushed a little, still staring at Innera 

Tony looked between the two. ‘Looks like | need to have a chat with the gods about this" 
Antony blinked. "The gods?" 


"Yes, they govern our way of life. They choose who is to be mated together and who is fated to die. My job is 


to act as a conduit of their wishes and carry them out." 
Antony shook his head. "I've never seen someone so beautiful. She radiates this..warmth." 


Tony laughed and patted Antony on the arm. "I'll see what | can do. Though | will ask you to not pursue her 


until | do. The consequences are quite grave if you go against the gods." 
"Grave? They punish you?" 


Tony sighed. "Yes, with your life." 


Antony finally looked away from Innera to frown at Tony. "They will kill me if | try to interact with her?" 
"No, interaction is fine. They're not that strict. | meant in the ways of mating." 


Antony flushed, staring at the ground. "Um, well, they don't have any problem there. I'm not inexperienced but 
| usually fail at relationships before they ever get to that point" 


Tony touched Antony's shoulder. "That's good because she's on her way over here." 


Antony turned and was face to face with Innera He gaped at the bright red cloth that covered her chest and 


lower half. 

Innera bowed slightly at Tony. "Greetings, chief. And who is this?" 

Tony smiled at the olive-skinned woman. "This is Antony. His ship crashed down this morning.’ 

Innera turned back to Antony, looking deep into his blue eyes. "Would you join me and my family for lunch?" 
Antony turned red. “Um.].ok" 

Innera took Antony by the hand and led him away. 

Tony chuckled, seeing the deer in the headlights look on Antony's face that Elias had for him. 

Arms wrapped around Tony's waist. "Where did the young man go?" 

Tony leaned back and let Elias’ hold him from behind. "It seems Innera caught his attention | will need to ask 
the gods about this as they haven't told me who her mate is yet. | wouldn't want to get Antony in trouble 


with the gods on his first day here." 


'Innera is almost ready to be mated? | remember when she was born years ago. She had the strength of a 


young man when she was young.” 


Tony nodded. "She will be eighteen in three months. That's traditionally when the women are mated off, when 
they're old enough to bear children safely. She will be a bringer of the next generation" 


Elias frowned. "But not the men." 


Tony shook his head. "There aren't enough women to go around for us. That's why having a girl is ideal in this 


situation They can be mated off and produce more girls." 


Elias held Tony tighter, inhaling his scent. "I believe we were interrupted earlier before we had a chance to go 


further." 


Tony turned around in Elias! arms to look into his eyes. "It seems you're right. Whatever shall we do?" 


Elias grinned, shuffling backward out of the dining area still holding onto Tony. "I believe we should finish what 


we started." 


Tony leered, rubbing down Elias' bare chest with the tips of this fingers and eliciting a moan. "I was hoping you 
would say that.” 


JI RR IRERE 

Antony wandered around through the hallways in a daze, images of Innera filling his mind and body. He'd never 
encountered someone so beautiful in all his life, not that he was very old to begin with at nineteen He couldn't 
explain what she had over him but he wasn't in a hurry to get rid of it. For the first time in his life, he was 

in love. He had relationships before but nothing ever came of them, only lasting a few months and usually 


them leaving him. 


And yet, he didn't think Innera would be like one of them. She laughed at his strange humor and wanted to 


know more about him. No one had ever shown much interest in Antony's life, save for his parents. 
It was then that he remembered his father. 
Antony shook his head, not letting his father's memory ruin this perfect moment. 


Further and further into the caves Antony went, not paying attention to where he was going. He stopped short 


only when he heard someone call out behind him. 
"Stop!" 


Antony froze in place, afraid that he was about to be punished by the gods that Tony spoke of. He swallowed 


hard and turned around to see a tall blond man standing before him. 
The blond man blinked at Antony. "Aren't you the one who was running around outside making a ruckus?" 
Antony flushed and nodded. "Sorry, | got a little carried away" 

The blond man laughed and extended his hand. "My name is Eino" 

Antony shook it. "Why did you stop me?" 


"Because the area you're about to travel into is only for the hunters. If you happened to wander into one of 


their caves, you might get injured or killed.” 


Antony paled. 


Eino patted Antony's arm and led him back out of the area "Since you are new and don't know our language, 


you probably couldn't read the signs." 

"Signs? | didn't notice any" 

Eino's eyebrow rose and pointed to a large sign on the wall. ‘You didn't see this?" 

Antony blushed. "No, um, | think | missed it" 

"And what had you distracted so much that you missed large white letters?" 

Antony shook his head. "Not what but who." He stared off into the distance and sighed. "She's so beautiful.” 
Eino blinked and then started laughing. "Let me guess, it's Innera?" 

"You know of her?" 

Eino continued to laugh. "You could say that. | helped deliver her when she was born" 

Antony frowned. "Really? You don't look that old" 


Eino scoffed and led Antony into the main cave area again. "Thats not what Perttu says. Anyway, you should 
seek out the chief as you'll need a room if the gods deem you worthy of staying with us." 


Antony nodded. "Thanks, I'll try not to wander too far again" 
"Please do, we don't want you to die on your first day here." 


Antony's eyes widened as Eino walked away. He swallowed the sudden lump in his throat and tried to find Tony's 


room again. 
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Tony moaned, Elias’ hands and mouth moving down his body. He arched when Elias made it down to his cock, 


taking it in his mouth and sucking on it. 
The only thing that filled the bathing area was Tony's harsh breath, gasping with each swipe of Elias’ tongue. 
Tony blinked when Elias stopped. "What?" 


Elias moved to sit beside Tony on the platform above the water. "You are distracted" 


Tony shook his head and tried to push Elias back where he needed him 

Elias took Tony into his arms, stroking the top of Tony's head. "What's wrong?" 
Tony burrowed into Elias’ chest and sighed. "My father is dead" 

Elias held Tony closer. 


Tony laid his head over Elias’ heart. "I mean, | knew that he might be because he was fairly old when my 
mother had me. He would be in his eighties if he was still alive." 


"But he's not?" 
Tony shook his head. "He died a few years ago." 
"But that's not the problem at all, is it?" 


Tony glanced up at Elias and snorted. "No, it's not. It's the fact that he died knowing that | was dead when | 


wasn't." 

"You cant know that. Maybe he still held hope." 

Tony bit his lip. 

Elias looked down at Tony and frowned. "What?" 

Tony sighed. “They found Jani's body on a Kokkola planet five years ago." 
"Then he might have wondered if you were still alive as well" 


Tony played with Elias’ chest hair, circling it around with his fingers. "That could be. l.l often wonder if he 


missed me, if he grieved for my death so long ago." 


Elias laid his head on top of Tony's. "He was your father, despite what things you had between you, | believe he 


cared for you." 
"But there's no way to know that, is there? No way to ask if he cared” 
Elias kissed the top of Tony's head. "Maybe the gods can help in this regard?" 


‘Maybe, but I'm hesitant to ask. They have better things to do than to reassure me with selfish requests." 


Elias‘ eyebrow rose. "If it's distracting you, then | would assume they would want to correct it” 
"Its not just that! 

Elias glanced down at Tony. "Then what?" 

Tony looked off in the distance. "Ever since Antony came here, my past has come back to haunt me yet again" 
"| dont understand" 


Tony wiggled out of Elias' arms and got to his feet. He turned to look down at Elias. "Jani died on a Kokkola 
planet and | didn't protect him. | had one job in my life and | failed at it." 


Elias got up to stand in front of Tony. "Didn't you tell me that he was the one who turned on you? He chose 
his path, whatever it may be, and you chose yours. It was fate." 


"No, | failed him. | could have done more in my life to not turn him against me." 
Elias reached out to touch Tony's arm. "Tony, listen to me." 
Tony shook his head, heading for the door. "You don't understand, Elias." 


Elias walked over to him, grabbing his arm to pull him close. "Then make me understand and let me help you. 


l'm your mate, it's my job to make sure you're happy.’ 
Tony bit his lip and stared into the hallway. "There's nothing you can do." 
EEE 


With tears in his eyes, Tony hurried to his room away from Elias. There was nothing Elias could do to make 
the ache go away. It was up to the gods to heal his broken mind. 


Several members of the tribe stopped short when they spotted Tony but he brushed past them. He didn't 


have time for them at the moment. 

So lost in his troubling thoughts he ran right into someone without noticing. 

"Tony?" 

A sigh escaped Tony's lips as he glanced up to see Antony standing in front of him. "Sorry." 


Antony frowned as Tony tried to move away. "Are you ok?" 


Tony continued on toward his room without another word. He got to his room and sat down in his spot. The 


power of the gods filled his being, bringing more tears to his eyes and shaking his body. 
Antony walked inside the room to kneel down beside the circle. "Tony? What's wrong?" 
Tony looked up at him. "Leave me." 


Antony hesitated and then shook his head. "No, something is wrong with you. Even if | just arrived here, l'm 
not going to leave you like this." He bit his lip. "Its my fault, isn’t it?" 


Tony sighed. "No, it's not. Things have stirred up inside me because you are here, but | can't blame you for it" 
"What kind of things?" 

Tony stared down at the painted white circle that sat between them. "My life before here was a mess. | 
repressed so many of my feelings that when my ship crashed here | just began to shut down. It was the 
urging of the chief that | started to better myself." 

"But how did he do that? Is it like talking to a counselor?" 

Tony shrugged. "I wouldn't know as | never went to one. It made me deal with my past in such a way that it 
wouldn't interfere with my present. Afterward, it felt weird to not have something to dwell on day in and day 


out." 


Antony bit his lip, staring at the circle. "I'd like that, to not have the specter of my father hovering over me 
every thought.” 


Tony wiped away the tears still on his face and sniffed. "| can help with that if you want me to. Like the chief 
before me, the gods instill their gifts to me for that. In fact, it's my main job here. To make sure the tribe is 
free of pain from their former lives." 

Antony glanced up. "Does it erase the memories?" 

"No, or | wouldn't be having trouble right now. | wouldn't remember what my life was like." He stopped to sigh. 
"It lets you confront those who are holding you back in your life. It's hard to explain but that's the best | can 
come up with." 

Antony looked down at the circle again. "Do | sit in that circle? Is that why it's on the floor?" 


"Yes, it's the cleansing circle. It's only used by those who are in need of it." 


Antony bit his lip and got up from his place to sit inside the circle. He blinked and frowned. 


Tony's eyebrow rose. "What is it?" 
"Oh, | just thought something magical would happen when | sat down" 


A small smile covered Tony's face. "No, it's just a normal circle. Its when | touch you is when things start to 


happen" 
Antony nodded at Tony. "m.m ready" 

Tony took a deep breath and leaned over to touch Antony's forehead. 
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Antony stared around the empty black swirling clouds. "Where.where am I?" 


"You wouldn't believe how many times I've heard those exact words over the years. | think | even said it way 


back when’ 

Antony frowned at the voice in his head. "Tony?" 

"Yes, m with you. | can see what you can and hear it as well” 
Antony swallowed hard. "I don't know what to do’ 


"Well, | might be able to help with that. Judging by the words swirling in your thoughts, you have a troubled 
past with your father.” 


Antony backed away. "No, | don't want him in here. It's the only place he hasn't found me in" 


"You need to confront your past. In order to..." The words died on Tony's lips when he spotted a man walking 


toward Antony. 

Antony shook his head. "Why are you here? Leave me alone!" 

The man with blue eyes reached out for Antony before everything went black 
FEFE BE RK 

Antony opened his eyes and frowned. He glanced over at Tony. "What happened?" 
Tony sat back, shaking his head. "No, it can't be. 


Antony reached out to touch Tony's arm. "What's wrong?" 


Tony looked at Antony. "It can't be. It hasn't been that many years. can't..no, it's not possible.” 
Antony shook his head. "I don't understand. What did you see? All | saw was my father." 
Tony's eyes drifted shut. 

"Tony? What is it?" 

Tony opened his eyes and looked into Antony's. 

"What?" 

Tony bit his lip and breathed, "| saved your father's life." 

PFEF 

Antony let go of Tony's arm and gaped. "What?" 


Tony sighed, shaking his head a little. "| recognize those watery blue eyes anywhere and | should have 


recognized yours as well 
"That's not possible. Yes, my father was under your command but he never said anything about this." 
Tony looked over at Antony. "I don't imagine he did. You were young when | died” 


Antony shook his head. "The official report said that you were with Jani. Unless you saved his life before 
that?" 


Tony leaned back against the wall. "The captain told me to get your father and Jani for a reconnaissance 
mission on the planet we now sit on. Jani went willingly but your father gave me grief about it. | confronted 
him several times but he refused to go because he believed it was a suicide mission and he had a small son at 
home - you in this case." 

Antony stared at Tony. 

"Eventually he guilted me so much that | decided to go in his stead. 'm sure most thought | was doing it 
because | was always on Jani to do better or that | wanted some kind of glory, but the real reason was to do 
it for Marko." 

Antony shook his head. "| can't believe this.” 


Tony looked over at Antony. "Your father cared about you more than risking his life on a mission Most people 


would call that cowardly but he knew it was risky and it turned out he was correct. | gave my life so he could 


live on and see his son again." 


Its not that. If what you tell me is true, then he's been keeping this from me and acting like your death was 
just another accident. Why would he do that?" 


Tony smiled sadly. "Guilt. He knew full well he goaded me into taking his place, whether he admitted it or not. 
When | was killed, probably right in front of his eyes on a viewscreen, he realized the outcome of his actions. | 


don't blame him for not telling anyone, as it would open a whole host of questions he didn't want to answer." 


Antony scoffed. "That's why he was distraught when Janis body was discovered. He probably thought you 


survived as well and the truth would come out." 
"Very likely, though | wouldn't tell the military even if they asked me. I'm only telling you now becouse it's 
important that you know it. All three of us are tied together it seems and the only way for this to be 


resolved is to have it out in the open" 


Antony got to his feet and paced inside the tiny room. "He was always on me to finish things and never leave 


anything undone. And yet he has this." 

"Is that why you dislike him?" 

Antony stopped pacing, his body sagging in place. "No, | hate him because he let my mother die alone.’ 

Tony motioned for Antony to sit down again. "| don't understand." 

Antony stared at the circle on the ground. "She was sick and he could have requested leave to be with her 
but he didn't. He continued to work and said he would be home eventually. She died when | was ten" He shook 
his head, tears filling his eyes. "Ill never forgive him for that, for thinking that her life mattered less than his 


career.” 


"I see. Then that would explain why he never told you of what | did It would make her death even more 


senseless in comparison" 

Antony wiped away the tears. "Why did he care about me more than my mother?" 

"That | can't answer. Even though I've known Marko since he was a young man, | still didn't know him well 
enough to know the inner workings of his mind. Maybe he truly believed that he would be home soon enough 


to be with your mother. | can't believe that he would be so callous to let her die and do nothing about it" 


KEKE EE OE KE 


Tony sighed as Antony left his room with Eino to be assigned a room. He rose from his place on shaky legs. 


A hand reached out to steady him. 


Tony didn't need to know who it was, it was always him who was there. He buried his face into the long neck 


and breathed in. 

"Long day?" 

Tony nodded, walking into the outstretched arms. They wrapped around his body, pulling him close. 
"We have some unfinished business." 

Tony sighed. "Not now, Elias. | have enough on my mind at the moment" 


"And maybe that's the problem - too much on your mind. The chief told me to watch out and make sure you 


don't revert back to your old self" 

Tony shook his head. "Im not repressing my emotions. lts just a lot to take in, is all" 
"Then may | suggest a private dinner tonight?" 

Tony nodded, letting his eyes drift shut. "Please." 

KEEK EEKE Æ 


Antony wandered into the dining area with a frown. He had a lot on his mind and that last place he wanted to 
be was around other people. 


Except a grumbling stomach had brought him here anyway. 

Antony moved over to where the food was and accepted a plate from the woman. He moved down the line to 
get tonight's dinner choice. He wondered if he would ever encounter something he didn't like but he hadn't so 
far. All of it was delicious and prepared better than any fancy restaurant back home. 

He was about to move away to head for an empty table when someone called out his name. 


"Antony! Come join us." 


Antony sighed, moving over to where Innera and her family sat. He wasn't sure he could face her tonight. So 
many things raced around in his brain that he didn't really feel he'd be much company right now. 


Still, he wasn't about to insult them with declining an invitation, so he gladly accepted the spot that opened up 
for him next to Innera. 


Innera frowned at him as soon as he sat down. "What is wrong?" 
Antony stared at his plate of food, unable to look her in the eyes. "It's nothing.’ 


Innera rolled her eyes and touched Antony's arm. "I don't believe you, something is wrong. And when something 


is wrong, it's best to let it out" 

Antony grabbed his fork and started to eat. 

‘Im not going to stop asking until you tell me." 
Antony turned to face her. "You wouldn't understand." 
"How can you know that if you haven't told me yet?" 


Antony put his fork down. "I found out some information about my father that | didn't know. It's troubling 


because it contradicts what he did later with my mother" 
Innera's mother frowned "Did something happen to your mother?" 

Antony's face crumpled. "She died when | was fen I.! miss her” 

Innera and her mother reached out to touch Antony's arm. 

Antony shook his head. "My father let Tony die in order to live but let my mother die without a word" 
Innera frowned. "Tony?" 

Innera's mother smiled at her. "The chief. Tony was his name before he became chief" 

"| dont understand. The chief is alive as far as | know" 


Antony shook his head. "In the world that Tony and | come from, officially he's dead. His ship blew up. It was 


only random chance that he was transported at the same time." 
Innera blinked. "Transported" 


Antony opened his mouth to explain, but just shook his head. "It's too hard to explain, but Tony escaped from 
the ship before it exploded. That's how he ended up here but only | know that at this point. It wasn't until we 
found the other man in Tony's ship that the military | come from started to wonder." He stopped to sigh. 


"That's how | came here." 


Innera squeezed Antony's hand. "And I'm glad you did" 
"Really?" 


Innera laughed at his surprised expression "Of course. You make me feel very happy inside. Not that | wasn't 


before, but it's different with you." 
Antony flushed and stared down at his food. 


Innera leaned over, kissing Antony on the cheek. "Don't worry, Antony. The chief will help you with your 


problems like he has for everyone here” 

Antony turned a deeper shade of red, but something inside calmed a little 
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Tony laid against Elias’ body while they ate, his body feeling tired and listless. 

Elias frowned down at him and put food up to Tony's mouth. "You have to eat, Tony." 
Tony opened his mouth and took the food, chewing it before swallowing, 


The frown deepened on Elias' face. He put down the food and turned Tony's head so it was facing him. "Ok, what 


is wrong?" 
Tony shook his head. 
"Is that supposed to tell me something?" 


Tony sighed and closed his eyes. "Antony's father is the man | replaced on the shuttlecraft. He guilted me into 
doing it and thereby saving his life." 


"Why am | not surprised? First this man appears looking for you and then his father turns out to be one of 
the men you saved" 


Tony frowned. 


"You know what | mean, Tony. The gods are obviously testing your resolve as the former chief said when we 


were joined." 


Tony made a face. "More like resolving the last parts of my old life. My father is dead, as is Janis father and 
Jani as well. There's no one else out there from my previous life except Marko. | don't even know if my captain 


is still alive or not, not that it would matter to him if | was." 


"He didn't like you?" 


"No idea, maybe he did. Half the time he was yelling at me because of being too hard on Jani for me to notice 


anything other than annoyance 
Elias petted Tony's head. "That's not the case here. We all care about you" 

"But | never cause you annoyance?" 

Elias smiled a little. "Maybe sometimes but it doesn't last for long. My love for you is stronger than that" 
Tony blushed, ducking down his head. 


Elias laughed and kissed Tony's cheek. "I think it's time to consult the gods about this. You've been putting it 
off and | believe they will give you the answers you seek" 


Tony glanced up at Elias. "And when did you get so wise about the gods?" 
Elias' eyes twinkled. "Let's just say the former chief has been nudging me along regarding it." 
"Why hasn't he been talking to me?" 


"Because the elders are the ones who talk to you. The former chief comes to me like when Jared came to you 


in a dream. They can access the tribe members easier than you." 
Tony grumbled to himself. 
Elias laughed at him. "You'll get to talk to him soon enough when you seek their advice." 
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Chapter 8 


Tony lowered the drape that was tied up outside his room. He didn't want to be disturbed while talking with the 


gods, and the tribe knew something important was happening when they saw it down 


With a small piece of wood, he lit all of the candles that circled his room. Each one was for a different god but 


he figured it wouldn't hurt to have different opinions on how to proceed. 


The room heated up with the candlelight and the drape closed, like a sauna from Tony's past. All that was 


missing was some water. 


Tony sighed and sat down in his seat. He felt their power touch his body every time he sat down but this time 
was different. His body glowed a blue light, their presence making itself known. 


All he had to do now was wait. 

PII 

Tony blinked at the darkness surrounding him. He called out into the darkness, "Is someone out there?" 
A familiar face appeared in the distance. "There's no need to call all of the gods." 


"| wasn't sure as I've never really had to do this. Most times the gods tell me in visions or dreams." He 


stopped to frown. "Lately they've been quiet" 
Victor nodded. "As they should. It is never constant if that's what you're worried about." 


"| don't know what to do. My past has come alive again with the coming of Antony. | know the gods will test me 
but | need help." 


"Tony, we can't live your life for you. We're only here to guide you along your path." 
Tony sighed and looked away. "I know that, but I'm at a loss on how to proceed. | have so many unresolved 
feelings inside and no way to release them. I'm the one who performs the cleansing on others but who does it 


for me?" 


Victor echoed Tony's sigh. "One of the drawbacks to being the chief is that you have to deal with your 


problems yourself. Its never easy as you've seen yourself when you were helping me.’ 


Tony shook his head. "I don't understand how there isn't something in place to help the chief when he's in need 


of a cleansing?" 


Victor cocked his head to the side. "That is a good question. Usually the chief is never in need of one." 
"| guess I'm not a really good chief 


Victor reached out to touch Tony's arm. "You're still learning, Tony. | never said it was going to be easy, even 
after fifteen years. Even towards the end of my run as chief | still ran into things | didn't know the answer to. 


I's a learning experience every day." 
Tony frowned. 


"Why don't you start by telling me what's wrong? Talking about it is the first part of dealing with it. You've 


been avoiding Elias in this regard which is not a good idea, but maybe you'll talk to me instead." 


Tony stared at the ground. "I know fate directs our lives but I've been questioning on whether | should have 
taken Marko's place on that fateful day. It changed him, and not for the better. He became fearful and it ruled 
his life concerning his family." He stopped to shake his head. "He let his wife die alone because he was too 
scared to see death again And from what | can gather from Antony, he's pushed his son away as well. | didn't 


prevent a tragedy, | created one." 


"It happens sometimes, Tony. Fate isn't always fair to those we come in contact with. Sometimes it helps them, 


and sometimes it hurts them. There's no way to know until it comes to be." 
"What would have happened to them if | hadn't saved Marko?" 


Victor shrugged. "There is no way to know that. Once fate has happened, all other paths are closed. Dwelling on 
what might have happened is not a way to deal with it. Your fate was sealed as soon as you got into that 


shuttle." 


Tony bit his lip. "What should | do with Antony? Should | venture into his mind to fix the damage his father 


caused?" 


Victor shook his head. "No, there is no changing his past even with a cleansing. And from what I've seen of him 
so far, | believe he's dealing with it in his own way. His heart has opened up for the first time to Innera. 


Sometimes love will heal your mind and soul without our intervention" 


| don't know what | would have done without Elias. He's given me so much that | wonder if | haven't given him 


back as much?" 


Victor smiled. "I've never heard him complain as such. Only to tell me that you're not talking to him as you 
should. He is your mate after all and he should be the first one you turn to for problems like this." He 
touched the top of Tony's head. "I don't mind guiding you along but give him a chance to help too. He's worried 
you don't trust him and that's not a good thing.” 


Tony flushed, ducking his head. "Old habits die hard, don't they? | will try to trust him more." 

"Thats all | ask’ 

Tony watched the former chief almost fade away before calling out. "Wait! What about Innera?" 

Victor appeared again. "What about her? She is to be mated soon" 

"| know that but who is she to be mated to? The gods haven't told me yet" 

Victor smiled "You will know that soon enough. It's not for me to give you that information” 

"But | need to know it soon because | don't want Antony to be punished by the gods for being with her.” 
Victor's eyes twinkled "What makes you think they aren't meant to be together?" 

Tony blinked. "They are meant to be with each other?" 


Victor's form started to fade again, his laughter filling the air. "You will know soon enough, Tony. | wish you 


luck." 
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Tony woke up with a start, the candles flickering around him. He blinked at the low light level and stumbled to 
his feet with the snuffer. 


Once the candles were put out, the room was completely dark other than a small sliver of light coming from 


where the drape met the wall. He moved slowly over to it and pulled back the drape to tie it up again. 


Tony blinked, the hallway lights making him wince. He felt along the walls until it abated, heading for the 


common area in search of Elias. 


He wasn't sure if Elias was there or not. Elias moved around the caves all day long, not staying in one place 
for long to check on how their structures were holding up. The last thing they needed was a flood from the 
water trapped by their irrigation system to leak out into other areas. Thankfully the original people who 
inhabited the caves had the resolve to monitor it every day and fix it when needed. 


Tony wandered around, his head still feeling odd from the conference with the chief. It always happened when 
he focused too hard on something, his brain protesting the overuse by short-circuiting a little. 


He passed several men but none were Elias and they looked at Tony with concern. There was no time to explain 


why he was like this, he just had to find Elias. 


Eino grabbed Tony's arm to steady him when he came into view. "Chief? Are you alright?" 
| need to find Elias." 


Eino led Tony into another cave where they were tunneling further into the rock. "He's supervising the 


expansion project." 

Tony blinked through the haze and tried to find Elias in the gathering of ten men. "I don't see him." 
It was then that Elias turned around and moved over to them. He frowned at Tony. "Whats wrong?" 
Eino shook his head. "I found him like this in the hallway." 

Elias took Tony's arm from Eino and led himself outside the room. "Tony, what's wrong?" 

Tony grimaced, his brain still not firing altogether. "I wanted. wanted..." 

Elias reached out to catch Tony's body before it tumbled to the ground. 

PEKEE 


Tony moaned, his head feeling as if it was full of sawdust. He blinked the blurriness out of his eyes and turned 
his head toward the sounds filling his ears. 


| can't find anything wrong with him, Elias. My guess is he had a session with the gods. The old chief used to 
tell my father that it would leave him a little dazed afterward. He would end up either sleeping in the room 
used for it or in his own private room." 

Tony heard Elias sigh and looked up at him. "Elias." 


Elias nodded to the doctor and went to kneel by their bed. "Tony? Are you alright?" 


Tony licked his dry lips. "I think the doctor is right. This is the first time | lit all of the candles and maybe it 


just overwhelmed me." 


Elias frowned at him, rubbing Tony's cheek. "Why did you light all of them? Why not just the ones you talk to 
frequently?" 


Tony blushed and buried his face into Elias‘ hand. "I was worried and that's all | could think of. In the end, it 
was just the old chief that appeared." 


"Did he give you the answers you seek?" 


Tony bit his lip. “Somewhat. Though he did tell me that you were worried about me." 

Elias stroked the top of Tony's head and cradled it in his arms. "Did he tell you everything we talk about?" 

"| don't think so, just that you don't think | trust you. l'm sorry for that, | didn't mean to make you feel that 
way. I've gone all of my life without having to trust anyone and then I'm given someone who trusted me from 
the start. Its hard to break old habits of just closing in and trying to figure it out for myself." 

Elias climbed into their bed with Tony, pulling him close and kissing his forehead. "I know, and the chief explained 
it to me early on as well. To make sure you weren't reverting back to your old ways. There's only so much 


pushing | can do on you before you just walk out in a huff like a few days ago." 


Tony laid his hand on Elias' chest and looked into his eyes. "I'm sorry for acting like a child. | never grew up 


properly that | tend to revert to a child when | don't get my way." 


Elias smiled a little. "Well, you are the chief so technically all of us have to bow to your wishes. Though I'd like 
to think that I'm more on equal footing with you than others. At least | hope | am." 


Tony leaned in and wrapped his arms around Elias' middle. "You are and | need to realize that sometimes. You've 


been here with me every step of the way and | wouldn't have made it without you." 
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Elias and Tony sat together at breakfast the next day, smiling at each other with each bite. 

Antony saw them across the room and blinked. 

Innera nudged Antony's arm. "Something wrong?" 

Antony turned to her and shook his head. "No, not really. It's just.l've never seen a relationship like theirs so 
open. In the military is highly frowned upon for two men to be lovers. It happens anyway but they have to 
keep it secret" 

Innera frowned. "They do not like love?" 

Antony opened his mouth to respond and then closed it. 

"What?" 

"| guess that's one way of looking at it. Just because I've never been attracted to guys that doesn't mean 


there aren't those who are. Then again, the military was always stifling in the first place. | have a feeling 
that's why Tony is at peace here. There's no one breathing down his neck to make sure he's doing his duty.’ 


"Is that how you felt in the military?" 


Antony snorted. "I tried not to feel in the military. As soon as | did, my life would turn into a mess. Not like | 


ever had a choice to go anywhere else as my father forced into it." 

"You do not have good feelings for your father?" 

Antony made a face. "No, and | have to wonder if | ever did have good feelings for him. He made my life a 
living hell that | wouldn't want to return to. At first when | got here | thought I'd be bored because there was 
no Video games or computers but the more | thought about it the more | realized those were just 


distractions." He stopped to look over at Innera. "I've yet to feel bored and | owe it all to you." 


Innera smiled and cupped Antony's face. "You honor me with such pretty words. | don't know if I'm worthy of 
all that you give me." 


Antony bit his lip, reaching out to stroke Innera's cheek. "You've saved me, Innera. You don't owe me anything 


and | owe you everything. Thank you for seeking me out on that first day." 

Innera leaned in to give Antony a chaste kiss on the lips. "You're going to make my head grow big with such 
words, but | am honored that you think that way. It's a shame l'm going to be mated off in a few months, I've 
enjoyed our time together." 


Antony frowned. "Do you have to be?" 


Innera's mother chimed in. "All girls that reach the age of IB are mated off so they can further the 


generation of our tribe." 


Antony shook his head. "| don't want her to be with another man. I've never felt this way with anyone else 


before in my life, | don't want to lose it” 


Innera's mother turned and pointed at Tony. "The chief wil know who Innera is to be mated with, as the gods 


will tell him. Maybe he can find out for you if its been decided yet?" 


Antony took Innera's hand up to his mouth and kissed it. "I won't let you go. There has to be a way for us to 
be together." 
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Tony kissed Elias goodbye and entered his room. He stopped short when he noticed Antony sitting by the circle. 


"Antony? What are you doing in my private room?" 


Antony got to feet and bowed. "I'm sorry Ton.chief, | didn't mean to intrude. | just.l need to know something.’ 


Tony chuckled, sitting down in his spot. "I have a feeling | know what you want to ask, but | can't tell you it yet. 


The gods have not told me who Innera's mate will be." 
Antony stared at Tony. "How did you know?" 
"Everyone can see how you are with Innera. You treat her like she's the queen of your world" 


Antony held his hand over his heart. "She is the queen of my universe. | thank god every day for letting me 


meet her." 


| had a similar reaction to Elias. There was just something about him that calmed my inner turmoil that | 
can't explain it to this day. Maybe it's because he's so calm in general or something else, but whatever it is 
I'm glad | crashed down on this planet so | could meet him." 


"IFs like | was telling Innera at breakfast. | thought I'd be bored here without technology but I've yet to be. My 
feelings for her give me more than | ever thought they would" He bit his lip and looked into Tony's eyes. "| 
don't want her to be mated off to another man. There has to be some way to make them realize we belong 


together." 
Tony thought for a moment. "Well, you could always appeal to them in your dreams." 
Antony stared at him. "I don't understand" 


"The gods are with us always, watching over us to make sure you give thanks to them. Often they appear to 


me in dreams or visions on how to proceed. Though they have appeared to others when they need guidance." 


Antony looked at the ground. "I doubt they will come to me. I'm not just a random person, not even a member 


of this tribe." 


Tony laughed. "You've been a member of this tribe since | let you come inside the caves. The gods wouldn't 


have permitted it if you hadn't been welcome in the first place. They are watching over you, that is certain." 
Antony studied his hands. "But how do | get them to know?" 


"Before you go to bed, think of what you want to ask of them. Have it clear in your mind and then climb into 
bed. If its something they can answer, then they might seek you out. Though be patient as sometimes it can 
take a few days." 
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Antony headed inside his room after saying goodbye to Innera. He could taste the sweetness of her lips on his. 
They were nothing more than chaste kisses but he cherished each one as if they were the last. 


He didn't want to lose her to someone else. Surely the gods knew they were perfect together? Why would they 
keep them apart? 


Antony sat down on the edge of his bed and sighed. 
Back home the god that most religions believed in did nothing but judge their lives with an iron fist. No matter 
what you did, it always came out wrong. He punished those who were good and virtuous the same way he 


punished those who were bad. 


Antony gave up on religion because it never made sense to him. He knew he had the power to live his life 


however he saw fit, so why would he have to pray every night to a god who wouldn't listen anyway? 


Except they seemed to here. The gods were instrumental in births, deaths, and even marriage. No one ever 


spoke out against them and put their lives willingly into the gods hands. 


Antony bit his lip and wondered if they were truly watching him from wherever they were or Tony was just 


reassuring him that they did. 


Still, he had to at least try to appeal to them. It couldn't hurt and maybe they were waiting for him to ask in 
the first place. 


Antony removed his pants and climbed into bed, looking up at the carved rock above. He focused on his 


question to the gods like Tony suggested to him. 
As his eyes started to drift shut, he could have sworn someone was in his room with him. 
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Antony stared out into the black mass of clouds surrounding him. He frowned and walked forward only to 


encounter more clouds. "Hello? Is there anyone there?" 
Nothing answered him and the clouds swirled harder around him. 
Antony shook his head. "Please, help me. | have to ask you something." 


The clouds parted and a row of five armed men with spears appeared in front of Antony. They looked at him 
intently as if they were waiting for him to react. 


Antony swallowed hard. "Are you the gods?" 
The middle man spoke, "What do you seek, Antony Paasikoski?" 


"How did you know my name?" 


The man laughed. "We are gods, we know all" 
Antony flushed. "Of course, my mistake." 
"What is it you seek?" 

'Innera. Who is she to be mated to?" 


The man shook his head. "You are not meant to know such things. Only the chief will know when the time is 


right." 
“But..but | love her. | don't want her to be mated off with some other man. We are meant to be together." 
The man's eyebrow rose. "Is that so? When did you become a god?" 


Antony stared at the blackness below him. "I am not a god, but | know in my heart that we should be together. 


She completes me like no other.” He glanced up to look at the god. "How can that be wrong?" 
The man's lips curled into a smile. "You seek her, correct?" 

Antony nodded 

"Then prove your love for her" 

Antony frowned. "How do | do that?" 

The god thought for a moment. “Would you sacrifice yourself for her?" 

"Yes" 

"Would you die for her?" 


Antony nodded. "| would do anything for her. | know life is sacred but she means more to me than anything in 


this world." 
"I see. So you would wantonly give up your life for her just like that." 
The god next to him looked at Antony. "Sounds like you don't value her at all if you give up so quickly." 


Antony shook his head. "I won't give up! | don't want to go against you, but she and | need to be together. No 
other man is right for her other than me, even she would tell you that if she could." 


The god on far left laughed. "| haven't heard such protesting since Victor called upon us eons ago. I'll give you 
one thing, Antony, you are persistent. Though what makes you think this display will change our minds?" 


Antony's body sagged a little. "I didn't but | had to try. Maybe you were in the midst of deciding and this might 


make you pause to reflect it a little." 
The middle god chuckled. "It only reinforced what we already knew." 
| don't understand." 


"We know what is to come and this just confirms that we made the right choice, not that we need 


confirmation but it is nice to see it in action for once." 

Antony shook his head. "You're not making any sense." 

"We have decided that..." 

The gods vanished and the sound of Antony's name being screamed was replaced by it. 

Antony rushed forward into the clouds. "Wait! Come back and finish what you were going to say!" 

"Antony! Where is he?" 

Antony's body stiffened, realizing who the voice belonged to. "Get out of herel | don't care about you anymore!" 
The screaming continued but the gods never returned. 
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Tony laid over Elias' chest under a tree in the middle of a forest. He knew full well he was dreaming but it 
didn't stop him from remembering the thick forests of where he used to live. The caves kept them out of the 


scorching heat but he missed strolling through lush, green forests filled with old trees. 


During the time since Tony had taken over, they started to plant more things inside the caves near the damp 
areas. The plants didn't grow as big as they could but it helped Tony not feel so trapped in the early days. 


Still, there was nothing like laying under a shady tree with Elias there. Even if he wasn't really there, Tony 
hoped that just maybe Elias might be dreaming the same thing as he was sometimes. 


Tony sat with a start when the ground started shaking underneath them. 


The trees in front of Tony's view disappeared and were replaced with a row of men with spears. 


Tony scrambled to his feet and stood in front of them. 


The middle god looked at Tony and then around the area. "Very interesting. Do you always dream about 


forests?" 


Tony flushed, nodding his head a little. "It's my happy place | guess you could say, a way to get out of the 


caves for a little bit. Even if I'm not really out of the caves." 


"Indeed, you're still sleeping away in Elias‘ arms right now. But we didn't interrupt your dream for pleasantries. 


We need to talk to you about Antony." 
Tony swallowed hard. "Oh yes? | hope he hasn't done anything to wrong?" 


"No, nothing like that, but he needs to resolve his past. We were with him in his dream and it was interrupted 


by someone else. His father, we suspect" 

"Marko." Tony stopped to gape. "Wait, you actually appeared in his dream?" 

"You told him to ask us about Innera, it's only fair that we deliver on that" 

Tony laughed. "I mean, I've told many to do just as he did, but most do not get a visit from all of you at once." 
"Antony is very special in this case. His son is fated to be the next chief." 

Tony frowned at them. "His son? But who will bear this child?" 

"I think you know the answer to that, Tony. Its been obvious since they first met a month ago." 

Tony smiled to himself. "Innera I'd hoped they were to be mated" 


"But first you need to take care of Antony's father. They can not be mated properly without it being 


resolved" 


"| don't know what l'm supposed to do with him. Marko is probably light years away from us and we have no 
way to contact the outside world thanks to the atmosphere." 


"We'll deal with that, but when the time comes you will need to resolve it” 
Tony blinked. "What is that supposed to mean? How can | resolve anything if | don't know where Marko is?" 


The god chuckled at Tony's confusion. "If | told you everything that was to happen, then what would be the 


point of living? There would be no joy in a new discovery or changes.’ 


"At least tell me when Antony and Innera will be mated so | can plan for that. There is much to do before it 
happens." 


The god turned to the others who nodded at him. "Very well, they are to be mated the day after her I8th 
birthday. Be sure they are mated on that day and no other, Tony. It is very important that it happen on that 
exact day." 

"I will, you can count on me. I'll start preparations when | wake up." 

The middle god stepped forward, breaking the line of gods. "It is important that you do not tell Antony before 
it happens. Let him worry about it as it will build character and get him thinking about resolving issues with 
his father. Do not force him into a cleansing, but if he asks it of you then by all means do it" 


Tony winced. "He's going to be bugging me about who her chosen one is for two months.” 


The god chuckled. "One of the downsides of being a chief. We have faith in you to guild him along. If need be, 


have him learn a trade within the tribe, like hunting for example." 
"Elias always tells me that they need more strong men for the expansion project. | can put him on that.” 


"The expansion project is coming along nicely. Though have Elias examine the southeast wall before digging 


tomorrow. It might be unstable." 
"Of course, | will tell him when | wake up. Though he's always gone when | wake up." 


The gods started to disappear from Tony's dream, saying one last thing before they did, "We will let him know 


as well" 


Tony blinked, wondering why everyone was getting a visit from the gods lately. He shrugged and laid back down 


on his version of Elias underneath the trees. 

OOK 

With a groan, Tony stirred in bed. He blinked his eyes awake and looked down. 
There around his middle was Elias‘ arm, his light snoring filling his ears. 


Tony smiled, turning around in Elias‘ arms. He let his fingers trace over Elias’ face while he slept. "You're so 


beautiful and | never get the chance to tell you that because you're always gone before | awake." 
Elias’ lips parted to moan, but he stayed asleep. 


Tony grinned and let his hands slide down Elias' neck to his chest. He traced around Elias' hard ripples, swirling 


around the hair. 
Elias groaned, letting his eyes open. "What time is it?" 


Tony laughed. "No idea, it's not like you can tell time in the caves. There's no sun to base it off," He leaned 
down to kiss Elias‘ lips, "But I'm guessing its time for you to get up." 


Elias sighed into the kiss, pulling Tony flush with his own body. "Get up, huh? Maybe | don't want to." 

Tony's eyes twinkled with mischief. "Ils that so? That's not what l'm feeling," 

Elias rolled them over so he was on top of Tony. "| might have to do something about that." 

Tony grinned, wrapping his legs around Elias' waist. "| was hoping you'd say that" 
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Antony sat with Innera's family for breakfast again, wearing yet another frown 

Innera touched his arm. "Antony, you're frowning again. l'm worried your face might stay that way." 

Antony turned to face her. "I'm sorry, | just had a troubling dream last night" 

"Oh? What happened in it?" 

Antony bit his lip. "| asked Tony about something and he told me to think of what | wanted as | fell asleep. And 
they appeared in my dream, but as they were able to tell me what | sough as they were interrupted by my 
father. | tried to call for them again but they never came back." 

Innera cocked her head to the side. "Who are they?" 

Antony stared down at his meal. "The gods." 

Innera's father dropped his fork. "The gods? Our gods?" 


"Yes, there was a row of them. Though only a few spoke to me. The middle one and the end ore." 


Innera's father sat back and shook his head. "That's not possible. Why would they visit you? We all pray to the 


gods for things but rarely do they visit us in our dreams." 
Antony bit his lip. "Maybe | had a question that they wanted to answer for me." 


Innera frowned. "And what question was that?" 


"Who you were to be mated to." He stopped when he saw her shocked expression. Taking up her hand, he said, 
"I had to know who it was. l'm not going to stand by and watch you mated off to another man. | wanted a 
chance to plead my case." 

Innera's father leaned in and whispered, "And what did they say?" 

A shadow hovered over the table. "Nothing, or so they told me in my vision" 


All four people looked up. 


Tony chuckled at their stunned faces. He turned to Antony. "You and | need to talk after you're finished with 


breakfast. There are some things we need to clear up." 
Antony swallowed hard. "I thought they might tell you too." 


"They told me a lot of things, but this is not the time to discuss them. Finish your breakfast first and meet 


me in my room later.” 
Antony watched Tony join Elias at their table, the frown from before etching harder into his young face. 
PII 


Tony was just sitting down in his spot when Antony poked his head inside. He smiled and waved him inside. 


"Come in, Antony, we might as well start" 
Antony swallowed hard and sat outside the circle. 


"Don't worry, you're not in trouble. | asked you To come because of what you saw and heard in your dream 


last night." 
Antony nodded, playing his hands. 
"Let's start by telling me what happened in the dream." 


Antony stared down at his clenched hands. "The gods appeared as you said. They were about to tell me who 


Innera's mate was when my father's voice cut them off and they disappeared" 
Tony's eyebrow rose. "They were about to tell you who her mate was?" 
"Well, | assume that's what they were about to tell me. | didn't ask of anything else.” 


Tony leaned back. "Interesting. They usually don't impart that kind of wisdom to anyone other than me. In fact, | 


had to get them to tell me after they gave me the runaround." 
Antony glanced up at Tony. "You know who her mate is?" 


"Yes, but | can't tell you. They swore me to secrecy. | can't even tell her parents which is odd, but it's their 


decision to make these choices and mine to respect them." 
"Then why bring me here at all? | figured you were going to tell me who he is." 
Tony shook his head. "No, there are more important things to discuss than that." 


Antony got to his feet, shaking with anger. "What could be more important than her mate? Knowing the name 


of the man who will take her from mel" 


Tony motioned for Antony back down. "Calm down, Antony. The real reason you're here is because of your 


father's appearance. Its why the gods left in the first place - you have unrest inside." 

"| don't want to talk about him. I've moved past him." 

"Sit down, Antony, and let us discuss this like adults. If you really want Innera to be yours, you have to be 
free of guilt and hate. The gods won't allow two people to be together until they've dealt with their past, just 
as | had to do before being with Elias." 


Antony sat back down "Why did he appear when they were about to tell me something?" 


Tony shrugged. "I don't know for sure, but my guess is your father was thinking of you when he appeared in 
your dream. Sometimes two people thinking of each other can connect like that.” 


"But that's just it, he didn't appear in my dream. It was just his voice screaming my name and asking where | 


was. 
Tony stared at him. "Wait, he was asking where you were? As if he was talking to someone else?" 

"Yeah, | guess it could be like that: It was strange because it didn't seem like he was talking directly to me" 
Tony thought for a moment. "How long were you supposed to investigate this planet?" 

Antony blinked. "What does that have to do with anything?" 

"Just answer the question, Antony. How long were you scheduled to explore this planet?" 


"A week. They gave me a week to get here and look around for a few days. It only took me 8 hours to reach 


this planet by shuttle, the rest was supposed to be spent looking for you or your remains." 


"That must be it" 

"What must be it?" 

"That's when your father was told you were missing. Your mothership probably sent out a call to you and it 
went unanswered. They sent a message to the military which takes time to get back to the home base. It 
would take about a month and you've been here a little over a month." He shook his head. "In your dream, you 
were not only connected to the gods but also to your father. Being that he's your father, he has the power to 
break through like that or the gods let it happen. Either way, you got to find out at the same time he did that 
you were missing." 

"What does it matter? The only reason he's concerned is he because I'm not around to take his abuse." 

Tony sighed. "We need to resolve your anger towards your father. | can help with that" 


"I've dealt with it. It's done and over with." 


Tony's eyebrow rose. "Then why do you still have anger coursing through your veins at the slightest mention 
of his name? You haven't dealt with it all." 


Antony got to his feet again. "Maybe | don't want to talk about it? Why do you keep pushing it?" 

Tony sat back. "Because, in case you've forgotten, it's my job to ensure the tribe is at peace. The only way to 
accomplish that is to deal with whatever problems they have at the time. | don't force the cleansing on people, 
they come to me wanting to get better. If you don't want to get better than that's your choice, but don't 
expect the gods to grant your wish either." 


"There has to be a way for me to deal with this on my own. | can't believe that I'm that weak to figure it 


out." 
"You're not weak, Antony. Nor am | implying that you are." 
"Then we're at an impasse." 


Tony thought for a moment. "Maybe not. What if | give you something to spend your days doing to let you 


mull things over? That way you're not sitting around and focusing on it so much." 
Antony sat back down. "Like what?" 


"Well, Elias is always looking for strong men to help with the expansion project. It's hard work but not enough 


to leave you exhausted every day. Elias isn't that mean" 


Antony hesitated and then nodded. "Maybe you're right. Something to take my mind off things.’ 
"Good, I'll let Elias know you're interested in helping." 
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Chapter 9 


A short, beefy man showed up at Antony's room the next day and looked inside. "Antony?" 

Antony looked up from his bed. "Yes?" 

The man smiled, walking inside the room. "My name is Paavo. I'm here to bring you to the far caves." 
Antony got to his feet. "Right, helping with the expansion project" 

Paavo led him outside and stopped short. "Is everything ok? Should | come back later? 

"No, it's fine. Let's go." 
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They went through a maze of unfinished caves that Antony had never seen. He figured this place must be 


massive after all these years. Especially if they were working on it every day. 
Paavo kept turning his head to glance over Antony with a frown 


Antony figured Paavo wasn't stupid and could see that something was troubling him, but unlike everyone else 


he didn't push it. 
Paavo cleared another few empty rooms and then stopped short. "Elias?" 


Elias turned to spot them. "Over here, Paavo. l'm going to start Antony on clearing debris from the tunneling 


machine." 

Antony walked forward with Paavo. "Tunneling machine? You mean you're not chiseling it out with metal tools?" 
Elias laughed at Antony's confused expression "That would take hundreds of years to accomplish if we did it 
like that. Maybe the very first people did it, but by the time | got here we were doing it like this. All of the 
downed ships have parts in them to repair our machine if needed." 


"That's why my ship was carted off after it crashed" 


"Yes, for that and to not let others know we're down here. The gods decide who will join us so it's better to 
not tempt fate in that regard" 


Antony glanced around the room at the large pieces of stone on the ground. "You want me to move these 


stones? Some look pretty heavy for one person" 


"Good thing you're not one person" Elias stopped to point at Paavo. "You have Paavo to help as well. All you 
need to do is lift them enough to put on those platforms around the room. They will be made into columns to 
reinforce the cave ceilings and to decorate. We make use of everything we take out." 


Paavo nodded. "I'll take it from here, Elias. We'll keep following the trail until dinnertime." 


Elias looked between the two men. "Call out if you run into any problems or get injured. I'll be ahead of you in 


the tunnels so | will come to find you." 


Antony watched Elias disappear through the opening before turning back to Paavo. "So we just grab these with 


bare hands? That seems unsafe." 


Paavo laughed, producing a pair of gloves from his pants and handing them to Antony. "We'll use these. They 
don't look like much but they help us get a grip on the rocks." 


Antony put on the gloves and touched his hands together. They stuck immediately and he struggled to pull 
them apart. 


Paavo pulled Antony's hands apart. "You wouldn't believe how many people do that the first time they put 


them on. Some kind of weird fascination or something." 
Antony flushed and approached a small stone to pick up. He bent down and lifted it with his knees like all of his 
supervisors in the military drilled into his head over the years. He always did it wrong the first time so they 


had to remind him, but this time he remembered it. 


They worked without talking to each other. Each lifting a stone and placing it on the platforms. When the 
platforms got too high to lift alone, then they moved onto another one. 


Eventually, they were left with three large stones. Antony attempted one of them but it wouldnt budge. 
Paavo smiled at him and walked over. "That one looks to be a two person job.” 

Antony waited for Paavo to get on the other side before trying again 

They lumbered the stone over to the nearest platform and put it on top. 

Antony looked over at the two remaining stones. "Looks like that's all we're left with 

"Indeed. Let's get these cleared and then we can move onto the next room 
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The next room had a lot more stones than the previous one and several more platforms as well. 
Antony headed over to a stone to pick it up. 


Paavo watched him before saying something, "You're pretty quiet. | don’t think I've ever done this in complete 


silence like this." 


Antony flushed and placed the stone on the platform. "Not sure what to talk about. I've only met you for the 
first time today." 


Paavo laughed and picked up a stone. “That is true. So were you in the military as well?" 
Antony frowned. "How did you know that?" 


"The way you pick up stones. Most times | have to tell the men | work with the correct way to lift something 
but | didn't have to with you." 


Antony lifted another stone. "All of my supervisors in the military would yell at me about it, that it's 
embedded in my head. Now | don't even think about it" 


Paavo laughed hard, shaking his beefy body. "| was one of those supervisors. Well, not yours but you get the 
idea. It seems | still get to do it on a whole other planet." 


Antony stood in front of another stone, ready to pick it up, but turned to face Paavo again. "Is everyone here 
from the military?" 


Paavo grunted and lifted another stone on the platform. "I don't think so. There are some from completely 
different planets along with those who were born here. We're kind of a mix of everything.’ He stopped to wipe 
the sweat off his brow. "I can tell you myself, Perttu, and Eino were all in the military, though not in the same 
section. We even all arrived at different times as well." 

‘| wonder why the military hasn't caught on that this planet keeps taking its members?" 

Paavo shrugged and picked up another stone. "No idea, though | came via a non-military ship originally. | was 
captured by the Kokkola and escaped, but they shot down my ship and | crash landed here. It was Eino that 
found me." 

Antony stopped short. "Wait, did you say the Kokkola?" 

"Yes, why do you ask?" 


‘Its weird because that's how Tony got here too. He was captured by the Kokkola and then thrown away by 
the Kokkola to this planet when he wouldn't give them what they wanted. It was the same Kokkola that went to 


war with the military years later which resulted in Jani Liimatainen's death and discovery. He was supposed to 
have died with Tony in a shuttle explosion" Antony stopped to sigh. "And the reason why l'm here at all. When 
they found Liimatainen, they wondered if Tony was still alive and sent me to the planet he was supposedly killed 


above." 

"And the same race that likes to shoot at the surface of this planet on the area opposite of us. They wait 
until the planet turns and then do it. It's believed they are mining for gold but no one has ventured far enough 
to find out. No one would last out there for very long in that area without a heatproof suit” 


"Are there any former Kokkola people in the tribe?" 


Paavo shrugged. "No idea, maybe. Most don't talk much about their past around here, they try to live in the 


present." 
Antony picked up another stone. "I wonder if there are. Maybe this planet is like a dumping ground for them 
and one to get gold from. | doubt their higher-ups would care about missing people. They didn't even protest 


us taking Limatainen's body away with us." 


9K EE EE OK KE 


Every day for the next couple months Antony would help Paavo out with clearing debris out of the tunnels. 
Most times they didn't speak, preferring to just focus on their work. 


Antony didn't have time to dwell on anything afterward, heading right to bed after dinner. He knew it worried 
Innera sometimes but he still cared deeply for her even if they weren't spending as much time together 
anymore. 

That and her birthday was fastly approaching which meant she would be mated off. When? Antony wasn't sure 
but it had to happen either on her birthday or after it. Every time he got a chance to focus on something 
other than moving rocks, it filled him with dread. 

An inevitable fate that he didn't have any control over. 


He'd stated his case to the gods so there was nothing else to do. Annoying them with it every day would only 
make them angry at him and that's the last thing he needed. 


Instead, he secretly hoped that they would forget to pick a mate and leave her with more time for him. It was 
unlikely but it filled him with hope when his mind started to betray him with bad thoughts. 


EKKE EFEK Æ 


A week before Innera's birthday had Tony in his room meeting with those who would help with the mating 


ceremony. 


Eino and Perttu kneeled before him. 
Tony smiled at them. "It seems you two have been chosen yet again to help with a mating ritual." 
Perttu chuckled while Eino looked annoyed. 


Tony reached over the circle to touch Eino's arm. "You can say no, though | don't know how the gods will look 


upon that." 


"No, if the gods chose us then its our duty to carry it out. Though why it's Innera and her mate is what 


troubles me. We only help with ceremonies that will dictate a new chief" 
Tony smiled. "Well, let's just say that down the road it will pay off and l'Il leave it that 
Perttu's eyebrow rose. "Dare | ask?" 

Tony laughed. "You can, but | won't tell you anything” 


"Can we at least find out who her mate is? I'll need to know who Eicca needs to drag to the purification 


chamber." 
Tony smiled to himself. "ls that where you led Elias to?" 


"Close to it, yes. The chiefs' mates have their own chambers, but his would be next door. They're all in the 


same area" Eicca frowned at Tony. "Did you not go to a purification chamber?" 


Perttu piped in, "Yes, he did. | saw to it myself, though in the opposite part of the caves. From what I've been 


told, it's almost the same as the one Elias was in" 

Eino rubbed at his chin "Does it have men hunting on the walls?" 

Perttu shook his head. "No, it had drawings of men gathering items and praying." 
Tony frowned at Eicca. "But Innera's mate isn't a hunter. 


"Then maybe it changes for those who are there? Elias swears he saw Jared's drawing disappear from the 


wall when he thanked him." 
Perttu frowned. "Wait, if Innera's mate isn't a hunter, what is he?" 


Tony smiled at his confusion. "Well, at the moment he's helping with the expansion project. Clearing stones for 
Elias." 


Eino laughed. "Its Antony, isn’t it? And he has no idea he's her mate." 


"Yes, he is and you're not to tell him now or on the day of the mating. The gods have instructed me to not tell 


him in advance. | don't know why, but | will do everything in my power to follow their wishes." 
"Then how am | going to get him to follow me if he doesn't know what's going on?" 


Tony blinked. "Elias knew what was going on when you dragged him away? | distinctly remember him fighting to 


prevent Perttu from taking me." 


"Well, | mean I'm sure he figured it out eventually. Though you're right, he wasn't sure what was going on at 


first" 


"And Antony will be the same. Not to mention it will be easier because they don't share a bed like we did. He'll 


have no idea Innera has already been taken" 
Perttu nodded. "That will certainly make things easier. Though is this taking place on her birthday?" 


"No, the day after it. We'll have a small celebration for it the day before. Nothing too fancy since we'll be 
doing that the next day. I've already informed the cooks to prepare for it last week." 


Perttu was about to get up but then paused. "What time shall we get them? If he works for Elias, that means 
he's up early and eating breakfast with Innera." 


"No, I've told Elias to not work on that day. He'll tell the men that they will still be celebrating Innera's birthday 
and have the day off." 


Eino grinned. "| have a feeling that Antony won't be feeling so good after the birthday. A perfect way to wake 
up than a dip in the purification pools." 


Tony laughed at Eino's glint of deviousness in his eyes. "Just don't harm him, is all | ask." 


EEKE EE EE KK 


Antony woke up on the day of Innera's birthday feeling miserable. He knew he shouldn't feel this way on her 
birthday, and that it was a time of celebration 


Except it also meant she would be mated off and that he couldn't quite stomach. 


To be given to some man so easily bothered him. Did the gods really know what they were doing in that 
regard? To know that two people would be suited enough to spend the rest of their lives with each other? 


They were gods and they had more knowledge than Antony did, but it still bugged him. 

To make matters worse, no one seemed to know when the actual mating was to take place. He asked Tony and 
Elias daily and neither would give him anything. He also tried Eino and Innera's family but they didn't know 
either. 

Or they just didn't want to tell him. 

Antony got up from the bed and got dressed. He had to be there for Innera, despite his inner feelings that it 
was somehow wrong that they couldn't be together. She would be disappointed in him and that last thing he 
wanted was to see a frown on her face. 

He would put on a brave face. 

It was the only thing he could think to do. 


FEKE KE EK 


Innera's birthday celebrations began mid-day in the large hall area. Food circled around the room on tables 


while brightly colored decorations covered the cave walls. 
Unlike other birthday celebrations, this one marked a new time for Innera and her family. 


The lady in question was sitting at her family's table wearing a frown. She couldn't find Antony among the 
gathered quests and it bothered her. The whole day didn't feel right without Antony by her side. 


Even if it might be the last day they spend together. 
"He will be here." 


Innera looked up to see her mother smiling at her. "I know, he is just detained with something. The chief and 


Elias aren't here either so maybe he is with them." 


Innera's father frowned at her. "It is a time for celebration, not sadness. However you feel for Antony will be 


transferred to your mate. The gods know this." 


| know, and | trust the gods with my life but it doesn't make sense for two people who love each other to not 


be with each other." 
Innera's father blinked. "You love him?" 


"Of course | do. Every moment spent with him enriches my life more than anything else." 


Innera's mother reached over to take her daughter's hand. "Believe in the gods, Innera. Sometimes they will 


surprise you. Maybe they want to test you in some way with this.” 


FRKE KEK Æ 


Antony stood outside of the dining hall wearing a frown of his own. If he went in there, he'd be acknowledging 
that it was Innera's birthday and their time would be over. 


A hand touched his shoulder. "Waiting for something?" 
Antony turned and bowed. "Chief. Um no, | was just..um...” 


Tony pulled Antony closer. "I have one thing to say to you, Antony. And that is, go be with Innera If you love 


her as much you say, then not even the gods can pull you two apart" 
"Really?" 

Tony shoved Antony forward. "Really, now get in there 

Antony moved a few steps and then turned to face Tony again. "Thanks. 

"No thanks needed. Go be with the one you love and worry about other stuff later: 


Elias pulled Tony into his arms from behind. "He's been asking me every day about Innera's mate. l'm glad that 


is almost over." 


"Oh, me too. | can't wait to see his expression when he finds out that he's her mate. It's been surprising to me 


that he hasn't figured it out" 
Elias kissed the side of Tony's neck. "I've always known we were to be mates." 


Tony laughed. "You did not. | remember you leaving me gasping for a breath in the hallway because you 
thought the gods would smite you dead for kissing me." 


"| meant after that." 


Tony rolled his eyes, wiggling out of Elias‘ arms and turning around to face him. "After that, the chief told you 


we were to be mated." 
Elias tried to pull Tony back in his arms but Tony avoided it. 


Tony laughed at him and walked forward to stand in the doorway. "Face it, Elias, you were as clueless as he 


was, even on the day of our joining.” 


"Well, so were you." 


Tony looked back at Elias. "I've known since the chief told you that we were to be mated. We would have to be 


joined at some point." 
Elias flushed a litle. "Then why did you resist when Perttu pulled you out of bed?" 


Tony grinned. "Because | hadn't got much sleep the night before thanks to someone keeping me up. | was 


resisting because | wanted more sleep." 

"You could have said no to it" 

Tony walked back to stand in front of Elias. "Like | have the ability to say no to you." 
"You always have a choice, Tony." 


Tony grinned and wrapped his arms around Elias' middle. "Tell that to my heart, it's ruled by your actions. I'd 


have you cut it out for me to begin to say no to you." 
Elias turned a deep red. 


Tony chuckled, pulling Elias! head down to kiss his cheek. "Its been a while since | made you turn red. Good to 
know | still have that power." 


Elias rolled his eyes. 

Tony kissed Elias’ lips, his hand laying over Elias' heart. 

They stayed that way until Eino and Perttu had to drag them apart for the ceremony. 

AEE 

Tony and Elias sat at their table in the middle of the room. They exchanged a glance before Tony got to his 
feet with a glass in his hand. "We are gathered here to celebrate the eighteenth birthday of Innera Willhelm. It 
seems just yesterday that she was a toddler trying to follow her dad to the hunting caves. Since then, she's 
grown into a strong, beautiful woman" He rose his glass in the air. "Please join me in wishing her many more 
wonderful years for her future." 


All of the tribe raised their glasses and cheered. 


Innera flushed a little and nodded at the chief. "My thanks, chief." 


Tony took a deep breath. "As Innera is now of age to mate, | will take this time to announce the mating 
ceremony will take place tomorrow at 10:00am. There will be no working or anything else done on that day as 
everyone will need to be in attendance." 

Antony stared down at his plate of food and frowned. 

Tony saw it and continued, "For those who are new to the tribe, the mating ceremony brings those chosen 
Together to prepare for our future generation. That does not mean they are required to produce offspring, 
but only that they are granted that permission The selection of mating pairs is decided by the gods as they 
know the future outcome, more so that | do." 

The frown deepened on Antony's face. 

"That also doesn't mean they are on unequal footing by being a man and a woman. In reality, the woman is 
more highly valued because she can produce and carry children. That being said, | expect both the man and 
woman to share in the nurture of their offspring. After all, who better to teach them our ways than their 
parents?" 


Innera touched Antony's shoulder. 


Tony smiled a little at the action. "On that note, | believe it's time to eat. Enjoy your meal, but save some 


celebrating for tomorrow as well." 
The gathering cheered and dug into their meals. 


EEKE KE E Æ 


When the meal was over, Tony and Elias decided to take their leave. As they were about to exit the hall, they 


ran into Antony. 


Antony stood in front of them and sighed. "Does everyone really need to attend? Paavo and | could be clearing 
debris from the machines. It will put us ahead instead of being behind all of the time." 


Elias arched an eyebrow. "You would dishonor Innera by working? | thought you cared for her." 


Antony flushed. "| don't want to dishonor her and yes | do care of her. It's just. don't know if | can stand by 


and see her mated off to someone else." 
Elias glanced over at Tony. 
"You wouldn't just be dishonoring Innera by missing it, you would be dishonoring the gods. They expect all of us 


to attend because it has a huge importance to our tribe. A mated pair who can produce offspring is what 


keeps our tribe alive in the following generations. Without one, our tribe dies off and no one will continue on" 


"| have trouble believing in gods who would go against a relationship made of love." 


Tony stared at him. "Please tell me you're not going against the gods’ wishes. This is not the time to lose your 
faith in them. They have a reason for whatever they do, even if we can't comprehend it at the time." 


Antony looked at the ground. "I don't know what to believe anymore." 


Tony reached out and gripped Antony's shoulder. "Believe in yourself, Antony. | know it seems hard right now, 
but you need to keep it together in this instance. Maybe you should try to ask of them again tonight?" 


Antony glanced up at Tony. "What would it matter? Her mate is already chosen and | assume you've known 
who it was for a while.” 


"Yes, I've known but that doesn't mean you can't ask it of them. They listen to your wishes, even if they don't 
necessarily grant them. It can't hurt to ask once more. Maybe they are waiting for you to do it, so they can 
tell you for themselves?" 


"Ok, I'll try again tonight. | don't assume it will make any difference." 


Elias touched Antony's other shoulder. "Never assume anything when it comes to the gods. They might just 


surprise you." 


Tony nodded. "He's right. When | was chosen to be the next chief | thought they'd made the wrong decision. | 
wasn't ready to lead anyone due to bad experiences in the past from it. And yet, | don't think I've done too 
badly in the last fifteen years. I've made some mistakes but the gods know l'm only human and it will happen. 


Remember that, Antony." 
Antony shuffled off to his room without another word. 


After he'd moved out of hearing distance, Tony walked into Elias’ waiting arms. "I hate lying to him about this. 
He should have known from the start instead of doubting himself and the gods." 


Elias kissed the top of Tony's head. "As you said, they have a reason for what they do. There has to be one 
for this, other than making Antony go crazy with worry." 


EEKE KK RE EK 


Tony was laying under his dream tree in the lush forest again with Elias. He'd been dreaming of this place a lot 


lately but it was better than the alternative of dreams from his past with his father. 


Father. 


Tony grimaced and realized they never dealt with Antony's father. He forgot to ask Antony how it was going, 
always sidetracked with preparations of the mating ceremony and Innera's birthday. The gods told him that it 
must be dealt with before Antony and Innera were to be joined. 


And now it was too late. 


Not unless something miraculous happened to somehow change Antony's mind about his father overnight. 
Maybe the gods could work some of their magic in that regard. 


"Where is he?" 

Tony blinked and looked up. "Marko?" 

There in front of him was Marko in his military uniform with graying hair. 

Tony got to his feet. "What are you doing in my dream?" 

Marko walked forward and grabbed Tony by the front of his shirt. "Where is he? Where is my son?" 
Tony tried to wiggle free but Marko held fast. "Let go of me." 

"Where is my son?" 

Tony struggled in Marko's grasp. "Let me gol” 

KFR 

With a gasp, Tony was startled awake. He sat up, the blankets pooling at his waist, gasping for a breath. 
Elias stirred next to him. "Tony?" 

Tony's eyes drifted shut, trying to get his body to behave. 

Elias sat up and pulled Tony into his arms. "It's ok, I'm here. It's ok" 

Tony buried his face into Elias' neck, inhaling his scent and trying to focus on it. 

Elias stroked Tony's back. "Bad dream?" 

Tony nodded, 


Elias frowned. "Bad dreams before a mating ceremony is not good. They can mean something bad will happen" 


"| know, and intend to ask the gods about it." 


FEKE KK EK 


Tony stepped into his room with trepidation and sat down at his spot. He didn't bother to light the candles 
because he suspected the gods had something to tell him. Or at least he hoped they did. 


Letting his eyes drift shut, he took a deep breath and waited for his body to relax. 

It didn't take long for images to flash before his eyes. Marko asking where his son was to various people and 
getting no response, him commandeering a ship to get to another ship further into space. The images stopped 
on one final scene of Marko telling another captain that he would do everything in his power to find his son. 
And then he got into a shuttlecraft. 

Tony shook awake and blinked. He was about to get up when the gods pulled him back into a trance. Filtering 
through his mind came a deep voice, "Tony, you must deal with this before the ceremony takes place. Do not 
complete it until you do." 

Tony's eyes opened again and he gaped at the information 

It looked like there was going to be one more guest for the celebration - an uninvited one. 

ARK 

Antony was shaken awake by a hand. He tried to swat it away but it kept shaking him. "Go away." 

A loud snort rang out above Antony. "Get up, or do | have to drag you?" 

Antony blinked his eyes and looked up. "Eino?" 

Eino grabbed Antony's arm and hauled him up. "Time to get up.” 

"Huh? Its not even time for the ceremony.” 

Eino grinned. "But it's time for you to get ready.” 

"Get ready for what?" 

Eino pulled Antony out of bed and dragged him to the doorway. "The ceremony.” 


Antony shook his head and tried to get out of Eino's grasp. "Let me go. I'm not in the ceremony.’ 


Eino stopped walking and turned. "Haven't you wondered why no one has said who Innera's mate is?" 


"Well, | just thought | wasn't meant to know." 


Eino started walking again, dragging Antony along. "Antony, you're a good kid but try figuring it out. Why would 


| be taking you somewhere this early?" 

"Well, do | have a meeting with the chief?" 

Eino shook his head. 

Antony looked around the darkened areas they were wandering into. "Where are we going?" 
Eino stopped to point at a sign. "Do you know what that says?" 

"No, Innera is still trying to teach me your language." 

Eino smiled. "It says no one may enter this area unless chosen by the gods." 

"But | haven't been." Antony stopped to stare at Eino. "I've been chosen?" 


Eino pulled him inside the hallway, walking into a room with a pool of water in it. "Before the ceremony, you 


must bath in this pool of water." 

Antony blinked at it. "I.I dont..." 

Eino stepped forward and pushed Antony into the water. 

Antony was pulled under the water by an invisible force. He gasped for a breath and wondered if he was going 
to die. Glowing stones at the bottom brushed against his hands and a voice filled Antony's head, "Antony 
Paasikoski, you have been chosen We have granted you this right and you will accept it willingly.’ 

Antony was pushed to the surface by the same force. He choked and splashed in the water. 


Eino watched him from above but said nothing. 


Antony breathed deeply in the damp air and frowned. Something inside him was changing, his thoughts focusing 
toward Innera and away from his father. He glanced up at Eino. "What.what's happening to me?" 


Eino reached in and hauled Antony out of the water. He handed him a towel to dry off with and started to 


removed Antony's wet clothes. 


Antony tried to protest but Eino pushed his hand away. "I need clothes." 


Eino shook his head and took him out of the room and down another hall. 

"Please, what if Innera sees me like this?" 

Eino chuckled and shoved him inside a room filled with brightly colored cloths. "Get dressed." 

Antony watched Eino exit and wondered what he was supposed to choose. He picked up a purple shirt and 
marveled at the gold stitching along the seams. It looked like real gold, and probably was knowing what he'd seen 
while cleaning up rocks. Paavo told him it was used for the paint they decorated the columns with, but gold like 
that back home would set you up for life. Though the people here didn't seem concerned with that, preferring 
to use it in practical ways and not to show that they were better off than others. 

Still, the gold-trimmed purple shirt somehow called to him. Like it was made for him to wear now. 

"It is made for you." 

Antony's eyes widened and he turned around. He blinked a few times to make sure he wasn't imagining things. 
"You're not seeing things." 

Antony stepped back, moving away from what looked like a ghost. "But.but you're not real." 

| was once, though. As real as you are now and standing in a similar spot so many years ago." 

Antony frowned. "You were mated too?" 

The dark skinned man smiled. "Yes, a long time ago. And I've been reunited with him in death." 


Hm?" 


The man nodded. "Not all matings are between a man and a woman. We can't have children but we can do other 


things together." 

"Like the chief and Elias?" 

The man chuckled. "In fact, Antony you are more special than you realize. Though it's not my place to grant 
you such knowledge as | am not a god, but know that the gods are watching out for you. They wanted to make 


sure your love for her was true. Thats the reason for the secrecy." 


‘Ive been going crazy for the past couple months and all you wanted to know is if | really loved her? You could 


have just asked." 


"Words mean nothing unless you truly believe in them. Even you had your doubts at first, as anyone would in 


your place, actions speak louder than anything else. The fact that you would rather skip this celebration 


because it would hurt too much tells us more than a man who willingly goes and doesn't care." 
Antony ducked his head. "Tony said it would dishonor the gods if | didn't go." 


"It would, but only because you are her chosen mate. Not accepting that willingly would be like turning your 


back on the gods. Though now you know that, | assume you will go now?" 
Antony snorted. "Like Eino would let me do otherwise." 


"You always have a choice, Antony. Life is about fate, yes, but the choices we make can sometimes guide that 


fate" He reached out to touch Antony's shoulder. "Do you want to spend the rest of your life with Innera?" 
Antony didn't hesitate for a second before answering, "Yes. | want to be with her forever." 

"Good, then it is time." 

Antony watched the figure slowly fade away before calling out, "Wait, if you're not a god who are you?" 

The man turned and smiled. "My name is Victor. And if you want to know about my life, just ask Elias or Tony." 
"Are you ready yet?" 

Antony jumped back, startled by Eino's deep voice. "Um, almost." 

"Well, hurry it up. We have a ceremony to go tol” 

Antony glanced over to where Victor last appeared and sighed. "I hope you're right about me." 

FEKE EE KK 

Tony stood at the entrance of the hallway that led to the great hall and sighed. Things were racing through 
his brain but he couldn't make sense of most of them. The only thing he did know was something was about to 
happen. What? He had no idea. 

While thinking of things a voice rang out behind him. "Forget something?" 


Tony shook his head, still standing at the entrance with a frown. 


Elias wrapped his arms around Tony's middle, rubbing on the silk fabric of his robe and kissing the side of his 
neck. "What's wrong?" 


Tony leaned back into Elias‘ arms and let his eyes drift shut. "I don't know. The ceremony is about to begin, but 


something is supposed to happen before it does. And yet, nothing has happened other than Antony and Innera 
being readied for their ceremony and tribe gathered inside the great hall. 


"The gods told you something would happen?" 


Tony nodded, the frown etching deeper into his face. "Yes, and they said whatever it was needed to be resolved 


before Antony and Innera were to be joined. The problem is, how do | resolve something | don't know?" 
"So this is another test of your abilities to be a chief?" 

Tony opened his eyes. "I think its more than that, but | can't quite be sure." 

"| don't understand, Tony." 


Tony wiggled out of Elias' arms and turned to look at him. "I don't either but | can't wait any longer. Its time 
to start this whether | like it or not" 


Elias reached out to grab Tony's arm. "Is that wise? Wouldn't the gods try to stop you?" 
"That's exactly what l'm hoping for." 
ERK 


Eino led Antony down a few more hallways before stopping in front of a doorway covered with animal skins. 


"Stay here until you're called” 


Antony frowned as Eino went inside and closed the animal skin behind him. He wondered how long he had to wait 


here. 

Turned out not very long as the animal skin cover was pulled back - but no one came out 
Antony shuffled forward, shielding his eyes at the bright light coming out of the room. 
"Come in, Antony: 


Antony blinked at Tony's voice. It sounded different somehow, more calm and musical. He stepped inside the 


room and gasped. 


There around him was the tribe but the walls were covered with purple and gold tapestries. They said 
something in their native language but Antony couldn't read it. 


“Antony, don't make us wait." 


Antony flushed and made his way down the steps to stand in front of Tony. He glanced around and frowned. 
"Where is Innera?" 


Tony nodded at Perttu who uncovered the door opposite of the one Antony had come through. 


Antony stared with his mouth open as Innera made her way down a staircase. She was wearing a gold dress 


that made her olive skin glow in the bright lights. 

Innera smiled at Antony's expression, reaching over push on Antony's chin to close his open mouth. 

Tony smiled at the action and then addressed the audience, "We are here to join Innera Willhelm with Antony 
Paasikoski. They have been chosen by the gods to be together. We honor their love and dedication to each 
other with this ceremony." 

Antony was still staring at Innera when a loud crash shook the ground. 

KERE EEEE Æ 

Tony looked over at Elias. "I guess that would do it" 

The tribe was getting their feet when Tony raised his hands. They all sat back down again. 

"Everyone stay here as | believe we have a visitor. No one is to leave this room until it's dealt with." 

Tony turned to Elias. "Get Eino and meet me at the entrance of the caves. That's where he'll be." 

Elias headed for Eino, who was standing by the bottom of the steps. "Tony needs you for this." 

Eino nodded and glanced over at Perttu to reassure him. Perttu looked over him with worry but nodded back. 
Elias and Eino followed Tony out of the main entrance of the hall 

None of them noticed Antony leave right behind them. 

KEREKEK Æ 

There were no guards at the entrance of the caves as they were still in the main hall. 

Eino glanced out and frowned. "I don't see a downed ship out there." 


Elias moved over to stand next to Eino. "That's odd because that could only have been a crashed ship. It didn't 
feel like that when the Kokkola fire on the planet for gold." 


Eino moved away from the doorway to wander outside a little bit. He looked around the area for any evidence 
of smoke or debris. Not satisfied with the outcome he moved further away from the caves and out of sight 
from the others. 

Tony tried to push past Elias but he held him back "Let me go, Elias." 

Elias shook his head and pushed Tony back. "No, | am not exposing you to whoever might be out there." 


Tony rolled his eyes. "This is the problem | have to solve before they are to be joined. | told you earlier that 
something would happen, | just didn't know what. Though I'm pretty sure | know who it is.” 


Elias was about to ask who when loud shouting was heard in the distance. He moved away from the doorway 


to investigate the commotion. 


Eino appeared in Elias’ field of vision, half dragging a man who was yelling at Eino for some reason. He walked 
past Elias and pushed the man forward on the ground in front of Tony. 


Tony snorted, looking down and recognizing the man right away. "You're late, Paasikoski. You were supposed to 


show up before the ceremony began at 10:00am." 


KRKE KK KK Æ 


Chapter I0 


Marko glanced up and gaped. "It.it can't be." 


"It is, and what the hell kept you so long? Don't tell me you were screwing around while your son is out there 


somewhere?" 
Marko scrambled up from the ground, not bothering to dust himself off. "Tony? But..but you're dead" 
Tony's eyebrow rose. "You still believed that even when they found Liimatainen's body?" 


Marko swallowed hard. "Well, they thought you might be alive but | assumed Jani escaped somehow and you 


were killed in the process." 


Tony rolled his eyes. "You think that little of me that I'd just die like that? Liimatainen betrayed me to the 


Kokkola, even going so far as jettisoning me on this planet and leaving me for dead" 
Marko stared at him. "I know he hated you, but | never thought he'd do that." 


"Well he did and now I'm the chief of this tribe. At least | didn't end up cannon fodder like he did years ago. | 


would say it was justice but in reality it was fate. He was fated to betray me and | was fated to disappear." 
"| don't understand." 


Tony motioned to Eino. "Bring him to my room. We have some things to discuss before the ceremony 


resumes.” 


Eino grabbed Marko again and pushed him forward. Marko tried to get out of his grasp. "What ceremony? 
Where is my son, Tony?" 


Tony continued to walk toward his room only to stop short. "Why aren't you in the main hall?" 
Marko tried to move near the person Tony was talking to, but Eino held him back "Antony?" 
Antony looked over at his father and then back at Tony. "Why is he here?" 


Tony pushed Antony to the side. "Stay there and we'll get to that." He turned around to face Elias. "Make sure 


he does." 
Elias nodded and walked over to stand next to Antony. 
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Eino pulled Marko into Tony's room and stood behind him. Marko looked back at him and winced. "No need to be 
that rough. I'm not going to do anything to Tony, if anything I'd thank him for finding my son" 


Tony laughed. "Antony found us, not the other way around. He just didn't know it then" 
"You're not making any sense." 


Tony looked over at Eino. "You can leave for now. Marko and | have things to discuss but keep nearby as he'll 


need to be escorted to the ceremony as well." 

Eino was about to protest but instead nodded and walked outside. 

Tony sat at his spot and motioned to Marko. "Sit." 

Marko looked down at the ground and noticed the circle. "What is the circle for?" 
‘Cleansing but we don't need that yet. Just sit outside of it for now." 


Marko sat down beside the circle. "I don't understand any of this. This planet is deserted and yet here you are 


running a tribe. How many people are here?" 


Tony shrugged. "No idea, | never started counting them. I'd say several hundred or so. It fluctuates as we have 


deaths and births at the same time. Not to mention people crash landing on occasion like you." 

"There are others that have crash landed beside you, me and Antony?" 

Tony laughed at Marko's shocked expression. "A good majority of the older people here came via ships. Most 
crashed but a few were drawn here by the gods. Like Elias, who is with Antony right now, crash-landed on 
this planet in an escape module at the age of fifteen" 

Marko leaned back. "How can this many ships be drawn here and yet no one knows of this place?" 

"That's the same question Antony asked me when he arrived. And I'll tell you what | told him, we never leave 
so there's nothing to discover. As we speak, your ship is being hidden by tribe members. We use the parts to 
reinforce the cave walls and structures." 


Marko winced. "What about my pilot? He was killed in the landing.’ 


"He'll be buried somewhere on the planet, just like the others who have been killed instantly when they crash 


landed. Not everyone is chosen to join us, only a select few. He apparently was not chosen by the gods." 


Marko scoffed. "How can you dismiss his life that fast?" 


"The gods choose things whether we like it or not. In the end, you have to believe they know what they're 
doing." 


Marko got up from the ground. "I'm not staying, Tony.” 
"Do you not want to be with your son?" 
Marko stared at Tony. "Of course | do. Why would | even be here?" 


"Then you will have to leave without him. He has been chosen to be mated and there is no stopping the gods 


on their wishes. To do so means death’ 

"Mated? | don't understand 

Tony thought for a moment. "Why don't you witness it first before deciding on whether you'll stay or not?" 
"Witness it? Is that the ceremony you were talking about before?" 


Tony got up from his spot. "Yes, it is a mating ceremony between your son and Innera, who was born on this 


planet eighteen years ago." 

Marko shook his head. "My son is coming back with me." 

Tony stood in front of Marko. "To what?" 

Marko blinked. 

"You have nothing to go back to. Your wife is dead and your son wants to stay here with Innera. There is 
nothing out there for you anymore, Marko. That's why you've been chosen to stay. The gods want to give you 


a life to live instead of the hell you've been in." 


Marko glared at Tony. "And what do you know of my life? You think it was easy to live with your death 


looming over me?" 

"Is that what you think it was? | did choose to go into that shuffle in your place, but only because you quilted 
me into it. Any other person | would have just shoved inside and hoped for the best. Instead, you browbeated 
me into doing it. And now you have the gall to be pissed at me for doing something you couldn't!" 


Eino rushed in to grab Marko, but Tony waved him off. 


Tony looked into Marko's eyes. "They're giving you the chance to be happy again, Marko. Do with it how you 


like, but I'm done talking with you. | have a ceremony to conduct and a legacy to start” 


Marko watched Tony walk by him before reaching out to grab Tony's arm. "Why? Why did you do it? Others 
have protested before when you came calling for them and they still ended up going. Why me?" 


Tony reached up to touch Marko's face. “Because, whether you believe it or not, | cared about you. And what 
you said to me that night rang somewhat true. | didn't have anything in my life to live for and you did. Why 


should | make your wife a widow so easily and not sacrifice myself instead?" 


Tears formed in Marko's eyes. "No..no one has ever done that for me before. | hated that you got a bravery 


award from the military after your death. It didn't seem fair." 


"| did? That figures. | wasted the first part of life in that organization, who treated me like garbage, and they 
give me a damn award for dying in the call of duty.’ 


"The captain was actually the one who petitioned for it after he found out that you took my place. He knocked 
me down a grade for being so selfish and could have very well kicked me out of the military but he didn't” 


"Don't you see, fate wouldn't let you leave the military yet because you belonged here? Whatever happened in 


our lives early on doesn’t exist. We remember it of course but it doesn't haunt us like it once did" 
Marko shook his head. "I don't think | can do that." 

Tony stroked the side of Marko's face. "I can help with that. Its what the circle is for." 

Marko looked into Tony's eyes. "Somehow | believe you, though | don't know why." 


Tony smiled and leaned in to kiss Marko's cheek. He hugged Marko, holding him tight around his waist "Anything 


is possible here. You just have to believe in it" 

Marko buried his face into Tony's neck. "lm sorry." 

‘lm not. | wouldn't be chief and have Elias had | not saved your life. Don't you see Marko, you've given me 
things | didn't even know existed? You are the beginning point of this journey. And now, it's time to complete 
the circle." 
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After some protesting, Marko was placed next to Innera's family who greeted him warmly when he arrived. 
Tony looked out at the tribe. "My apologies for keeping you waiting. The gods needed me to resolve this before 


the ceremony could finish. That being said, please welcome Antony's father Marko to our tribe. This is actually 


the first time we've had parents from both sides be present at the mating ceremony." 


The crowd clapped for Marko who ducked his head under the sudden attention. 

Tony smiled at Antony and Innera. "Before we were interrupted, | was about to join you two in the mating 
ceremony. It is a bond that is not taken lightly, you will be tied together for your life and after your deaths. 
The gods have granted you this and now it is my task to ask if you accept it” 

Antony bit his lip and then nodded. "I do." 

Tony's eyebrow rose. "I haven't asked you yet." 


Antony flushed. 


Tony chuckled. "Antony Paasikoski, you have been chosen by the gods to become mates with Innera Willhelm. Do 


you accept this bestowment?" 

Antony glanced over at Innera. "I do with all of my heart." 

"And you vow to honor her with your love forever?" 

Antony looked deep into her eyes. "As long as we shall be together." 

Tony reached into his robe, pulling out a purple scarf and tying it around Antony's right wrist. He turned to 
Innera and smiled. "Innera Willhelm, you have been honored by the gods to become mates with Antony 
Paasikoski. Do you accept this bestowment?" 

Innera reached over to cup Antony's face. "I do and | thank the gods for giving me someone so beautiful." 
Antony turned a bright red. 

Tony smiled at the act. "And you vow to honor him with your love forever?" 

"For as long as | breathe and live again in death." 

Tony took out a golden scarf and tied it around Innera's right wrist. Then he tied the two loose ends together 
to complete the circle. "This day has been chosen by the gods to join Innera Willhelm and Antony Paasikoski. We 
honor them by tying the colors of their auras together, making them linked forever." He smiled at both of 


them. "Let us rejoice in the joining of these two people, may their lives together be fruitful and true.” 


Antony and Innera turned around to face the cheering crowd. Innera smiled at her parents who had tears in 


their eyes. Antony looked at his father who also had tears in his eyes and sighed. 
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Antony was in the midst of being congratulated by Innera's family when he spotted his father approaching. He 
sighed and readied for whatever his father might yell at him about now. 


Marko stood in front of him but said nothing. 


Antony looked over at others celebrating around them. "Whatever you want to say, you might as well say it. 


I've been expecting it since | found out it was your ship that crashed." 
‘lm sorry." 
Antony blinked and turned back to his father. "What?" 


Marko moved closer to Antony. "lm sorry. It doesn't excuse my actions, far from it, but | am sorry for 


treating you like | did. You didn't deserve it in the slightest and all I've done was to make it worse." 
Antony gaped at him. 


Marko inched closer. "| was angry. Not at you or even your mother, | was angry at myself. Talking with Tony 
Today made me realize that. | was so angry that Tony got all of the glory for saving my life when all the while 
he did it because | basically forced his hand." 


Antony frowned. 


"And maybe deep down inside that made me timid and afraid of death that | just kept running away from it. 
From my father, my mother, and eventually my wife's death. | should have been there with her when she died 
and not off feeling sorry for myself like | was. It doesn't make it right and I'm sure I'll pay for those actions at 


some point, but | wanted you to know that I'm sorry." 


Antony shook his head. "I don't even know how to react to this. All my life I've thought you hated me and 
that's why you sent me off to die somewhere else. That all we did was hold you back from whatever you 
wanted." 


Marko reached out to touch Antony's shoulder. "I've never hated you Antony, only myself. | can see why you 
would think that and l'm ready for you to never speak to me again. It's your right and I've done nothing to 
convince you not to, but something inside is crying out for comfort and you are my only connection here. Even 
if we're never close, can! at least talk with you occasionally?" 


Innera appeared by Antony's side. "OF course you can. You are part of our family.” 


Marko gave Innera a small smile. "You've changed him somehow. Usually, we'd be screaming at each other at 


this point. My thanks for that" 


Innera looked between the two men. "You two are more alike than you realize. Both troubled by your past but 


wanting to make your present and future better. Antony has found me to make his life better. We just need 
to find yourself something that does the same for you." 


Marko shook his head. "I doubt that's possible. From what | can see of this gathering, most of the people here 
are men, so the odds of a woman liking me would be astronomical." 


Innera's eyes twinkled. "That is true, but what of another man? They are mated too." 
Marko blinked. "They are?" 


Innera laughed at Marko's shocked expression. She turned to point at the chief. "The chief has Elias, who is his 


mate. | was just a baby when it happened but my parents tell me it was a beautiful ceremony." 


Marko watched Tony across the room talking with various guests while Elias stood nearby with his eyes on 
the chief. "I just figured he was Tony's bodyguard since he was always close to him." 


Innera smiled. "Well, the chief is his mate after all Wouldn't you want to be with yours all of the time?" 
Marko opened his mouth to answer but then closed it 

Innera frowned. "Did | say something wrong?" 

Marko shook his head. "No, it's just a lot to take in. If you'll excuse me. 

Imera turned to Antony. "What did | do wrong?" 

Antony sighed, shaking his head. “It's nothing, just let him go. 


Innera reached up to touch the side of Antony's face. "Now you're doing the same thing. We are mates now, 


we share everything together. If there is something wrong, then tell me” 
Antony moved away from Innera. "| need to talk with the chief about something. 
"Antony?" 

Antony kept moving away despite her protests. He had to deal with this first 
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Tony glanced up in time to see Antony heading for them. The frown on Antony's face was enough to know it 


was about his father. He stepped away from Elias to meet Antony halfway. "Something on your mind, Antony?" 


Antony shook his head. "He told me he was sorry. What did you tell my father?" 


"Did he? Our conversation influenced him more than | thought. Or maybe it just gave him a reason to finally 


say what he felt after all these years?" 
"That's not my father. He's..he's scared." 


Tony's eyebrow rose. "He was never scared before this? | can't believe that as he would have never made me 


take his place so many years ago. He protested because he had a young son at home - you in this case." 
Antony let his eyes drift shut. "I don't want him to be here." 


Tony touched Antony's arm. "He's not leaving, that much is true. The gods would have never allowed him to be 
here if he was departing." 


Antony opened his eyes and looked into Tony's. "Don't you understand, | don't want him near me. Have him stay 
on the outer edge of the village or something." 


Tony looked past Antony and around the room. "Where is Marko?" 
"| don't know. He left saying he had to go." 


Tony grabbed Antony's arm and took him outside the hall. "Then we need to find him and resolve this once and 
for all. Both of you need to get out whatever it is that's eating away at you." 
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Marko wandered around the caves trying to remember how to get outside. He didn't belong here and his son 
still hated him. He knew full well that saying sorry for screwing up his life was not going to miraculously 
change everything. A small part of him was hoping it would open the communications between them instead of 
this huge wall that always separated them. 


He looked at the cryptic writing by each doorway and wondered what it said. His son probably knew what it 


said from his wife. 
His wife. 


Marko bit his lip to stop the tears from falling. It was the last thing he needed today. He stumbled down the 


hallways until he reached a doorway with a carved creature by it. 


He walked inside and knelt beside the circle on the floor. Something was pulling him toward the chief's room 


again. He hadn't meant to stop there, intent on just leaving this place and never coming back. 


And yet as he stared at the circle, something inside him crumbled and the tears blinded his eyes that he 


didn't see someone enter after him. 
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Tony stopped short in the middle of a hallway. He snorted and pulled Antony along with him. "Well, at least they 
found him first." 


Antony frowned and tried to break free from Tony's grasp. "Who found him?" 
"The gods. They directed him to my room which is where we're headed as well" 
Antony protested. "| have nothing more to say to him. | don't care if he leaves!" 


Tony looked over at Antony. "I do, as he's a part of my life too. There is much to resolve before all of us can 


be free of this burden" 

| thought you said you couldn't force people into a cleansing, that they had to request it." 

"I did, but the fact that Marko is crying in my room tells me he wants it without saying a word. And since 
you're a part of that, you get to be there too. Its the reason why Elias was present when | did my cleansing 
with the former chief. He and | were connected on a deeper level that neither of us knew at the time." 

"| don't want to talk to him, Tony. Can't you understand that?" 

Tony shoved Antony inside his room. "Too bad" 
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Tony sat at his spot after putting Marko and Antony in the same circle. It was a tight fit but he got them in 
there. If it actually worked with two people would be the question now. He hadn't tried it before nor had any 


other chief that he'd heard about. 


He hoped the gods would help him out in this case. At the very least they could tell him if this was the wrong 
way to go about this. 


But there was nothing from them, other than the normal energy crackling from someone sitting in the circle. 
Tony reached out to touch Marko's head. "Let us begin" 
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Marko looked around the blackness and frowned. "Tony? Where am |?" 


"| am here, Marko. This is where we cleanse your mind. It's only to help deal with past items, not to make you 


forget them but to be at peace with them 

Marko shook his head, "This isn't going to work. | let her die, Tony, there's nothing to make that right: 
"Then let's start with that. If you really let her die, then why did you let her die?" 

"Because he hated her and me! 

A sigh filled Marko's ears. "No Antony, | doubt that's the reason I'm betting Marko was scared’ 


Marko nodded. "I was scared. |..seeing you die, the ship exploding on the view screen. | didn't want to see it 


again" 


"But Marko, it was fate. Everything happens for that reason. Whether it be a child being born or someone 
dying horribly. Fate is what ties all of us together." 


Antony appeared in front of Marko. "You're weak and pathetic. | watched her die and you did nothing!" 
Marko reached out to touch Antony but he avoided it. "| was scared. You don't know what it's like to watch 
your supposed fate play out before your eyes. The only reason I'm not space debris right now is because Tony 


died for me. You can't know the hell that action put me through." 


"For that, | am truly sorry Marko. But | couldn't let your son never know his father growing up. You had 
someone to go back to and | had nothing at the time." 


Antony shook his head. "Stop making excuses for his mistakes. He deserved to die and not her!" 
Marko sighed. "There's nothing | can do about it now. What's done is done." 

"I think maybe you two need to have some closure and a chance to say goodbye." 

Marko frowned. "Goodbye? Antony is going away?" 

"No Marko, goodbye to her." 

A woman with dark brown hair appeared in front of Antony and Marko. 

Antony backed away. "No..no, don't do this. I've already said goodbye to her." 


"| don't think you have, Antony. You weren't even there when she passed, preferring to stand outside of the 
hospital room when they turned off the machines." 


Marko turned to Antony. "And you blame me for not being there, and yet you couldn't even face it yourself" 
Antony glared at his father. "I was ten! You expect me to be mature enough for that?" 
"Enough! Say your goodbyes to her or I'll make you stay here until you do. Its your choice." 


Both men stayed far away from the woman. Antony sighed and walked forward to stand in front of her. "Hi 


mom. 
The woman smiled and held her arms open 


Antony's eyes welled with tears, walking into her arms and holding her tight. "I miss you so much. It wasn't 
fair that you died instead of him. You should be the one to see me being mated. You would love Innera" 


Marko sighed and stayed back. 


Antony sniffed and held his mother tighter. "I. didn't protect you like | wanted. You always called me your 


protector and | failed at that. | couldn't stop the disease from claiming you, to cure you somehow." 


"There's nothing you could have done, Antony. She was fated to die in order for this reality to exist. It's 
heartbreaking but you would not be here if he hadn't" 


Antony shook his head. "It doesn't make it right" 


"| never said it was right, only that it was fate. Its not right or wrong, it just is. Celebrate her memory and 
don't mourn it." 


Antony let go of his mother. "I guess | can agree with that. But only that." 
"Marko, it's your turn" 
Marko walked past Antony for his wife. He stood in front of her and bit his lip. "It's fury, I've been picturing 


this moment in my head for years. Getting the chance to tell you.to tell you that | love you. Even if | wasn't 


strong enough to be there when you died. Antony is stronger than | ever gave him credit for, stronger than | 


am. 

The woman reached up to touch the side of Marko's face. 

Marko leaned into it. "Even if this is a fantasy, you still feel the same. Everything feels the same." He wrapped 
his arms around his wife. "I'm sorry for letting you down. | couldn't face a life without you so much that | 


acted like a coward in the face of it. Please forgive me." 


"She is just a shade of your past. You need to come to terms with her death and realize it was a part of this 


fate." 

Marko shook his head and held her closer. "I don't want her to leave again. | need her." 

"What you need is to focus on the present and future. Your son has just been joined with Innera. They will 
need you more than your dead wife does. Focus on trying to be for them today than wasting your life with 
her in the past." 


Tears formed in Marko's eyes. "I! don't know if I'm strong enough to do that" 


"You are strong enough or we wouldn't be having this conversation You want to let go of the past, make your 


final peace with your wife. All you need to do is try.’ 

Marko sighed. "I can't do this right now. End this." 

"No, as | know you can do it. Tell her how you feel.” 

Marko frowned at the voice. "I have." 

"How you really feel, Marko, not what you think she wants to hear." 

Marko pulled back a little to look into his wife's eyes. He cupped her face, tears running down his face. "My life 
was complete with you in it; never had to worry about what was happening at home because | knew you would 
take care of it. Just like you did from the very beginning. And maybe that's the problem. | put too much on 


you that in the end your body couldn't take it." 


Antony snorted. "Like you even cared. When you were home, you spent your time with your friends and not us. 


It's like you hated us." 
Marko kissed his wife's lips and let her go. He turned and walked over to Antony. "I didn't hate you, | just never 
knew what to do when coming home after so long. When you're on a spaceship for years on end, it takes a lot 


out of you. You've only spent a few years on one. I've spent most of my life on it." 


Antony shook his head. "More excuses. Just admit that you hated me and move on. Then we can both be 


happy." 

Marko reached out to grab Antony's wrist. "| hated what you became due to my actions. | can't blame you 
because | was never around and treated you like a stranger when you were growing up. | wasn't there to see 
it, like always. Its not an excuse, it's the truth." 


Antony broke free from Marko's grasp. "Is it really? Or just another dismissal on your part?" 


Marko looked into Antony's eyes. "I'm sorry for not being the father you wanted and deserved. I'm sorry for 


turning you away when you truly needed me. If | could change the past, | would gladly do so to make it right 


between us." 
"There's no need to go into the past for this, Marko. Be there for Antony now.’ 


Marko shook his head. "How can | when he pushes me away? It's apparent that he hates me for what | did, and 
justifiably so." 


"Except he doesn't. He's frustrated at you being here and can't express it like he wants. Anger is the only way 


he can at the moment." 

Antony snorted. "Like you know anything about me, Tony. You tossed me away just like he did” 

"That's only what your hurt mind thinks, Antony. | care about you as much as your father does. | wouldn't 
have sacrificed my life to save him if | didn't. | believe you will understand this in time. On the other hand, | 
will not have you like this as a mated pair. This must not continue on when you start having children” 

Antony shook his head. "| would never treat my child like this." 

"Are you sure? Sometimes subconscious actions will play out in the heat of anger. You and your father need 
to tear down the massive wall between you. If we need to do this again, then so be it. Only you can decide how 
this plays out." 

Antony sighed. "End this, I'm done with this masquerade." 
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Tony's eyes opened to look over at the two men. He sighed and let go of Marko's head. "It seems we have 


more work than | anticipated." 
Antony got up from the ground. "I have a wife to be with. She's probably worried about me." 


"She is and worried about your sanity as well. She knows more about you than you think. That's what a mated 


pair does, just like Elias does for me. Let her in and maybe she will help you to heal more than | can" 
Antony gave a curt bow and left the room. 
Marko looked down at the circle he was still sitting in. "I've created a monster, haven't |?" 


Tony touched Marko's arm. "No, you haven't. | know there's a loving boy deep down inside that mask of anger. 


I've seen it when he looks into Innera's eyes. He just needs to deal with his feelings for you." 


"| don't see how | can fix that. It's been ten years of hell he's been living. You can't change something like that 


overnight." 

Tony got up from his spot, reaching down to pull Marko up. "You're correct, you can't change it overnight. My 
advice for you is to be there for them, even if Antony tries to Turn you away. Innera and her family want 
you in their life, take up their offer." 

Marko sighed and then nodded. "I'll try." 

Tony smiled and patted Marko on the shoulder. "It's all | ask" 
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Antony found Innera still in the great hall with her parents. He frowned at the deep frown on her face. He was 


the one who caused it. 
Innera got to her feet when Antony appeared. "Antony! Where have you been?" 


Antony pulled her into his arms and held on tight. "I'm sorry. There was something the chief and my father 
had to do. | should have been here with you." 


Innera stroked the top of his head. "Well, if the chief asked it then you can't say no. Still, | was worried for 
you." 


"| know, and l'm sorry. This isn't starting off very well." 


Innera stroked Antony's face with the back of her hand. "Not all matings are smooth, despite what the gods 


think. Sometimes we have to work out the knots as you would say.” 

Antony smiled at her. "I promise to not make you worry about me." 

"There is no need to promise, | know you will try to make it so. All | ask is for you to share with me if you're 
feeling bad. | might not know what you are going through, but the chief says talking is the first step to 


healing." 


"You're right. | have. haven't been as open with you as | wished Maybe it was because | thought you were 


promised to someone else and | didn't want to hurt you." 
Innera smiled. "| can understand that. | also thought | would be with someone else until this morning." 
"Did a spirit visit you as well?" 


Innera cocked her head to the side. "A spirit? Did you see a spirit before we were mated?" 


Antony swallowed hard. "Yes, a man. He said his name was Victor and told me of why the gods didn't tell me 
right away that | was your mate." 


Innera's father blinked. "Victor? Was he dark haired with tanned skin?" 
"Yes, though some of the hair was turning gray." 
Innera's father turned to his wife. "Does this mean what | think it might?" 


Innera's mother shrugged. "It could mean anything right now. Though a visit from the former chief is a unique 


one. Only the current chief would receive such things." 
"Or a future chief?" 

Both looked at Antony with awe. 

Antony blinked at them. "What?" 

Innera's father smiled at Antony. "Victor used to be the chief of our tribe before the current one. Innera was 
just a child when he passed away fifteen years ago. For him to appear before the ceremony means that you 


might be the next chief." 


Antony stared. "No, that can't be. Tony hasn't told me any of that. In fact, | forgot to mention that | saw 
Victor in the first place. We had other things to discuss." 


"Still, you might want to tell the chief about it. It might be important." 
"Of course, I'll let him know later today. Right now | want to spend this time with Innera." 
Innera's father griped Antony's shoulder. "Take care of my daughter, Antony. We will leave you now." 


Antony waited until they left to dip down to kiss his mate. He'd waited months for this moment and nothing 


was going to interrupt them this time. 
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Chapter Il 


Tony lay in Elias' arms and sighed. 
Elias petted Tony's head. "They're still not happy?" 


"No, and I'm at a loss of what to do about it. I've tried the cleansing with both of them and all | got was them 
yelling at each other. Maybe | should try it one at a time instead?" 


Elias thought for a moment. "Maybe they just need something to come together with?" 

"But what? If you're thinking about a baby, then | have to disagree with you. Antony is not fit to be a parent 
right now. All he feels when he's not with Innera is hatred for his father. | don't want that transferring onto 
his son or daughter. If there's anyone in this world that knows about that, it's me. It's exactly what my father 


transferred to me." 


Elias held Tony close. "Well, there's nothing else that | can think of that will bring them together, save for a 
death or injury. And even that is too extreme for this.” 


"I've asked Marko to spend time with Innera's family, even if Antony protests. Maybe they can help with it? 


This is the point where I'm not very fit to be advising people on fathers or sons." 


Elias smiled and hugged Tony. "Actually you're perfect for it because you've seen it in action Not to mention 


the gods are watching over them as well. They know you're trying your best” 
"| wish the old chief were here. He'd know what to do." 


Elias pulled Tony's head up to look into his eyes. "The old chief is dead, Tony. You've been the chief for fifteen 


years now and in that time you've managed to figure stuff out. Sometimes things just take time. 
JERE RRR KKK 

Tony and Elias were eating dinner when Marko approached their table. 

"Can | talk to you, Tony?" 

Tony motioned for Marko to sit down opposite them. "What's on your mind?" 

Marko looked over at Elias before answering. "What am | to do here? Just sit around?" 


Tony chuckled. "Well, you could if you wanted to. You've earned it after 20 some years in the military." 


Marko stared at his hands. "That is true, but | keep focusing on my son and how our relationship is a mess. | 
need something to keep my mind off it for a while." 


Tony turned to Elias. "Do you need more help with the expansion project?" 


"We could always use the help of able-bodied men. Though it is hard labor picking up stones that the drill 


leaves behind." 

Marko shrugged. "Its something to do. Is it all day?" 

"For the most part. We start after breakfast and go until just before dinner time. Though there are break 
times during the day and it's not a rushed job. There's always plenty of stones to pick up and | want it done 
safely so no one ends up hurt" 


"So you're the boss of that sort of thing?" 


Elias smiled. "More or less. I'm also the head of hunting as well but | haven't done it in a while. | have men that 


do it for me." 
"Hunting? You mean like animals?" 


Elias laughed at Marko's shocked expression. "How do you think we get all of this meat for food? It doesn't 


magically come to being, it's hunted in the hunting caves." 

"What do you use to hunt with?" 

Tony chimed in, "A bow. It's a magical bow that forms for those who have been chosen as hunters. It did it to 
me when | first got here and went with Elias to hunt. Though for some reason I've never been back to do it 
again" 

Elias chuckled, glancing over at Tony. "You were needed for chief duties, even back then" 

“That is true, but | do miss being naked and covered in paint." 

Elias wiggled his eyebrows at Tony. "Well, we don't need to be hunting for that to happen" 

Tony leered. "| was hoping you'd say that." 


Marko looked between them with wide eyes. "Um, guys?" 


Elias flushed, remembering Marko was still there. "Sorry, Tony likes to distract me. He's been doing it since he 


arrived." 


Marko smiled at Elias and pointed to Tony. "I've never seen him so relaxed before this. You must be doing 


something right." 


Tony smiled. "Is a nice feeling | never want to go away. | can't imagine being in my old life and trying to live 


like that. I'm so glad the gods chose me to be there because there's nowhere else I'd rather be." 

Marko bit his lip. "You don't miss the technology or comforts of a ship?" 

"Not in the slightest. Living in that life almost killed me and did as far as the military is concerned. It was 
culture shock at first but | was so far gone by that point it didn't really dawn on me until later. | was a mess 
when | arrived and the chief helped me get through it." 


Elias pouted. "I think | helped too." 


Tony leaned against the side of Elias' body. "Of course you helped, you saved me from oblivion. | wouldn't be 


here without you.” 
Elias' face started to turn red. 


Tony chuckled and looked over at Marko. "I still have the talent for making him blush. For the longest time | 
thought he'd grown past that and then this happens." 


Elias cleared his throat. "As | was saying, if you want to help us we'll meet up tomorrow morning after 


breakfast. The only reason we didn't today was because of the ceremony.” 

Marko stared down at the table. "Yes, the wedding." 

Tony reached across the table to touch Marko's hand. "He will come around, Marko. As Elias reminded me this 
afternoon - sometimes things take time. The gods know you two are at odds and will intervene if necessary in 
order to carry out the intended fate." He stopped to sigh. "I'd rather not have to go that route if | can avoid 
it" 


"| understand and | hope so too. See you Tomorrow morning, Elias." 


Tony watched Marko get up and head out of the room before turning to Elias. "Shouldn't we have mentioned 
that Antony is in the same group?" 


"Not that it's going to make much of a difference as Marko will be paired with someone else. The only time 


they'll see each other is at the morning meeting and the one before we leave for the day." 
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Antony sighed and held Innera's body close. It had been a long time that he shared his bed with anyone. Her 


body felt like silk against his skin. He wanted to stay like this forever but he knew that it wouldn't be possible. 


There was work to be done tomorrow and the day after that. The break was a welcome change from the 


monotony, though he could have done without his father showing up to ruin his perfect fairytale. 

A frown filled his face at the thought of his father being nearby. Everything from today had confused a lot of 
the feelings inside. Was his father actually genuine in what he said? Or was it all just another ploy to smooth 
things out? 


Whatever the reason, Antony wished he'd just go away. There was nothing for his father here and he might 
as well go back to the military. 


Except no one left this planet unless they died. 

Antony would have to figure out a way for Marko to leave anyway. The sooner he left, the better. 
"He's not going anywhere." 

Antony blinked at the voice that filled his head. "Who are you?" 

"You know who | am, Antony. I've come to you before." 

Antony turned, gaping at the spirit standing by their bed. "You..Victor." 

Victor smiled. "Good, you do remember me." 

‘Its not every day that | get a visit from someone who's dead." 

Victor chuckled. "That is true." 

Antony frowned. "Why are you here?" 

"You should know the answer to that, Antony. These feelings you have for your father must be resolved." 
Antony shook his head. "It's just another ploy to win me over. I've seen it many times before." 


"Is it? The tears in his eyes when he looked at you during the cleansing were all an act? If that's the case, 


then he is the best actor l've ever seen" 


"Well, maybe not the tears. To be honest | don't know what to make of them. I've never seen my father cry 


like that." 


"Then maybe, just maybe, they are genuine. He cares for you, whether you want to believe it or not. At the 


moment he doesn't know what to do about it, just as you don't know what to do. You two are more alike than 


you give it credit for" 

Antony looked down at Innera. "My mom used to say that too, that | was stubborn like my father." 
"Quite possibly the stubbornest that I've run into yet, and | had to cleanse Tony." 

Antony glanced up at Victor. "How can years of neglect be made up just like that?" 

"Is that what you think happened?" 


Antony's eyebrow rose. "It's not? Then how do you explain his actions toward me after my mother died? | lived 


with my grandparents until | was eighteen. He rarely ever showed up." 


"You have to understand something, Antony. And maybe you will realize this when Innera and you will part 
later on in life, but losing a mate is harder on someone than anything else. A piece of him died when your 


mother passed away and he's been unable to fill that void ever since." 
"Is that why he avoided me?" 


Victor sat down on the edge of the bed. "That could be, but probably because you look like her. | don't see 
much of Marko in you other than the eyes. A constant reminder of your dead wife doesn't help things as | 


know from experience. My mate died years before | did and | was completely lost." 
"And did you close down and ignore your family?" 


"Well, more like | ignored the tribe. They came to me with their problems and | could barely cope with my own 
And then Elias arrived. Slowly | realized that my purpose was to raise this young boy into a man. By teaching 
him, it helped to relieve the burden of losing my mate. It never took it away completely but without Elias 


arriving | know | wouldn't have lasted as long." 


"Without Innera | wouldn't have lasted either. She brings so much joy to my life that | didn't even know | 


needed." 


Victor smiled. "Indeed. And that is what Marko needs to find. Maybe not a mate, but something to live for. At 


the moment you are his only tie to his other life and he's desperate to not lose you too." 


"Maybe that's the problem with all of this. When | arrived here | was alone and found Innera. It made me 
forget about my past life and embrace this one. And then he arrives and it all goes to hell. 


Victor chuckled. "Kind of like life itself. Nothing is ever the same and always changing, even if it's just a little 
bit. The key is to adapt to these changes and learn from them. It's the goal of anybody in the tribe as all of 


them came here from other places." He looked down at Innera sleeping in Antony's arms. "Well, other than 


Innera. She is the first to be mated after being born here. Her joining with you brings a new life into our tribe 


that's never been seen before." 
Antony flushed. "I didn't realize that she was that special to the tribe. I'll try my best to protect her." 


Victor got up from the bed. "I know you will, Antony. Your joining has been foretold for a long time and it will 
be successful. Though you might want to start mating at some point to strengthen the bond between you." 


Antony turned a darker shade of red. "Um, ok. Though | don't want to force her." 

"Of course not, | mean when you two are ready to proceed. There is no rush in that matter, | was just 
offering a suggestion" He smiled at Antony. "I will leave you now, Antony. Think about what we've said here 
tonight. It's all | ask of you." 

Antony watched Victor fade away. He leaned down to kiss Innera's forehead before letting sleep claim him. 


KEKE KK KK Æ 


Marko followed Elias when he motioned it was time to work. He stopped short when he saw Antony was part of 
the group. 


Antony saw him and then looked over at Elias. 
Elias looked between them and sighed. "Marko has offered to help us with the expansion project." 
The rest of the men smiled at Marko, save for Antony. 


A red-haired man turned to Elias. "But that makes our crew odd numbered again. Who will work with Marko to 


train him?" 


Elias frowned. "I didn't think about that." He looked over at Paavo. "Would it be too hard to manage them both? 


Start out with Marko to train him and then come back to Antony when he's ready to move the large rocks?" 


"No, that would work fine. Antony is pretty efficient and doesn't need me there to watch over him. He'll just 


have to tell me when he's ready for me." 
Antony nodded. "| can come find you when | get to that point" 


"It won't be too far as we'll either be right before you or behind you. I'll let you know which when we get 
there." 


FEKE EE EK 


Paavo led Antony to a room filled with mostly smaller rocks while taking Marko to a room ahead of that one. 
He smiled at Marko. "Basically we pick up rocks and put them on those platforms. Eventually, they'll be turned 


into painted columns when we get finished in this area" 


Marko nodded and walked over to a small rock He squatted down to pick it up with little effort and walked it 


over to the nearest platform. 

Paavo watched him for a few minutes before moving onto his own pile of rocks. 
Marko was so focused on picking up rocks that he didn't hear Paavo call his name. 
"Marko? Did you hear what | said?" 


Marko flushed and placed the rock on the platform. He turned around to face Paavo. "Um, no | didn't hear you. 
What did you say?" 


Paavo smiled. "I said I'll help you with the three rocks in the middle. They're for two people." 
Marko looked down at one of the rocks and pointed. "I think | can manage that one." 
Paavo's eyebrow rose. "Is that so? Still, I'd rather for both of us to lift it. Looks can be deceiving." 


Marko rolled his eyes and went over to the rock "I'm telling you | can easily put this rock on that platform. 
It's only a few feet away.” 


Paavo stilled Marko's movement as he reached down for the rock. "Please, let's move that one together.” 


Marko shrugged off Paavo's hand and lifted the rock off the ground. It was heavier than he thought but he 
could still move with it. He shuffled along and put it on the platform. Sweat rolled down his face in waves and 
he was gasping for a breath. 


Paavo went over to him. "You don't have to prove yourself to me, and to be honest that takes more out of 


you than it would have if both of us lifted it." 
"| guess you're right. Sorry." 


Paavo patted Marko on the back. "It's ok, | see it all of the time. Catch your breath and I'll go see if Antony 
needs help yet" 


Marko frowned and then shuffled away from the platform to follow Paavo to the next room. He peered inside 
to see them chatting while they lifted rocks. After he got his breath back, he wandered back into his room to 


continue lifting stones. 
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They got through several rooms before it was time for lunch. Marko followed the men to their table off to 
the side. Antony went over to sit with Innera and her family but Marko stayed back. 


Elias noticed it. "You can join your family during lunch. You don't have to sit with us." 
Marko sighed and started eating. 

"Didn't Tony tell you to spent time with them?" 

Marko glanced up. "Why are you so eager to get rid of me?" 


Elias shook his head. "l'm not, but you know this tension has to be fixed. | get it enough from Tony when we're 
together." 


Marko shrugged and moved the vegetables around on his plate. "Maybe it can't be fixed. Maybe there's just 
too much of a wall between us. At least he's happy with a wife." 


Paavo frowned. "You're not happy here?" 

Marko sighed and looked up. "It's a nice enough place, but most times | feel alone here. | never felt that on a 
military ship because there were always people around. Except at meals, everyone disappears to live their 
lives." 

"Its how | felt when | first arrived here too. Then | met Mikko and it didn't bug me as much." 

"My wife is dead. She was all | needed but now she's gone." 

Paavo shook his head and pointed to Marko's chest. "No, she's not. She's still in your heart. Just because she's 
not physically here, she's still with you. Just like my children are, even though they died two decades ago 
thanks to a terrorist attack on the base | was stationed on" 


Marko blinked. "You were in the military too?" 


"Yes, as were Eino and Perttu. Though at different times of course but we all served. | think there's quite a 


few from the military here. It's really the only thing that would come out this far except for the Kokkola" 


Elias pipped him. "My father was in the military when our ship was attacked by the Kokkola | was shoved into 
an escape pod by him. 


Marko rubbed his chin. "It seems the Kokkola don't like people in this area of space. Why though?" 


The redhead sitting by Elias laughed. "Gold, of course. They mine it on the other side of this planet. If | had to 


guess, it's to keep others away from their stash." 


"Of course, that's why Tony's shuttle was blown up because it was trying to see what the Kokkola were mining 


for. | can't believe | didn't think of it sooner." 

Elias frowned. "Tony's shuttle crashed into this planet." 

Marko shook his head. "Not that shuttle, the one from the Stratovarius. It was launched in the hopes of 
making it to the planet before the Kokkola spotted it. Instead, they found it and blew it up. | suspect they 
beamed Tony and Jani out right before. The other shuttle, the one that crashed here, was a Kokkola shuttle 
that Tony was forced into." 

"So that's why Tony says he saved your life. You were supposed to be on that shuttle." 


"Yes, and | forced Tony to take my place by goading him into it. Had | not done that, the whole chain of events 


wouldn't have begun" 
Paavo frowned. "So basically the Kokkola in some way is responsible for most of us being here." 


Marko shook his head. "I'm pretty sure they're responsible for all of us being here. Whether they intended it 


or not, they put us on this planet and now I'm wondering if there's a reason for it.” 
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Marko was in the process of moving a rock when he heard shouting up ahead. He placed the boulder on the 


platform and headed for the hallway. 
Paavo ran into Marko's room and looked around. "Marko? Are you injured?" 
Marko poked his head back in "No, it's not me. There's shouting up ahead" 
Paavo moved past Marko in the hallway and rushed to the drilling area 


Marko was right behind him, worried that maybe someone like Elias was hurt. He breathed a sigh of relief 
when he spotted Elias among the men 


The drilling room was a littered with rocks and debris. A gathering of men was arguing about something. 
Paavo moved over to touch Elias arm. "What's wrong? Did the cave collapse?" 


Elias shook his head. "No, but we found something while drilling. | have no idea what it is." 


Paavo shuffled over to the opening made by the drill and peered inside the dark area. He blinked at the shiny 
metal objects on the ground beside what looked like chairs. "What..what is that?" 


Marko walked over to stand beside Paavo. He looked in as Paavo had and frowned. "Are those modern chairs?" 
"It appears so but how did they get here? And what are those objects on the floor?" 

Marko squinted at the shiny metal objects with cables coming out of them. "I have no idea. I've never seen 
anything like that in the military." He blinked and turned to face Elias. "Get Tony in here. | think he might know 
what they are." 

Elias stared at him. "Why would | risk that? We don't know what they are." 

"I think they belonged to the Kokkola" 
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Tony sat in his room meditating when Eino rushed in. 


Eino flushed at the sight of Tony with his eyes closed. "Chief?" 


Tony's eyes opened, feeling the fear radiating through Eino's body. His body locked up in fear, afraid that 
something bad had happened. "What is it, Eino? Did something happen to Elias?" 


Eino shook his head. "No, but he needs you in the drilling caves. They found something” 
Tony frowned and got up from the ground. "What?" 

Eino shrugged, leading Tony out of his room. "They didn't say, just that | was to bring you to the caves" 
Tony walked beside Eino and frowned the whole way. 
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Marko spotted Tony first and rushed over to him. "You need to see this. | think you'll know what these are" 


Tony blinked at Marko. "Why would | know what they are? | haven't been outside of these caves for fifteen 


years." 
Marko led Tony over to the opening. "Well, these haven't been used in a long time either." 


Tony peered inside the darkened area. He stepped back when he spotted the shiny objects on the floor. 


Elias rushed over to Tony. "What is it? What are they?" 

Tony looked into Elias’ eyes with a horrified expression. “Torturing devices." 

Elias' eyes went wide. 

Tony pointed at the opening. "They used those on Jani and me when we tried to escape. They were successful 
on Jani but | managed to destroy their machine with my messed up mind. The Kokkola use those devices to 
extract information that they can use against their enemies." 

Marko scoffed. "Then | was right, the Kokkola have used this planet for things other than mining. Every one of 
us was brought here in some way because of the Kokkola And if those are torturing devices, then this planet 
is like a prison" 


Paavo backed away. "Does that mean the gods are really the Kokkola?" 


Tony shook his head. "No, they aren't. I've met Kokkola natives and other than the short fat one who operated 
the torture devices, they're all really tall and gangly." 


Elias nodded. "Plus our former chiefs are among them as well and they're from other planets like we are." 


Marko walked forward, around the drilling machine and peering inside the room. "I think we should check it out. 
We might be able to figure out how long ago it was." 


Tony shuffled toward the opening but Elias reached out to stop him. He turned his head and said, "I know what 
you're going to say, but I'm the only one here that can identify Kokkola stuff” 


"Fine, but I'm going with you." 
Eino's eyebrow rose. "ls that wise to have both of you going into this unknown? If you were to get injured...” 


Tony interrupted him and wiggled out of Elias‘ grasp. "You stay here with them. | have Marko with me if 
there's any trouble." 


Elias grumbled to himself. 


Tony smiled and kissed Elias on the cheek. "The gods would have told me if | was fated to die, just like they did 


with the previous chief. You have nothing to worry about." 
Elias moved away from Tony. "Just come back." 
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They moved a few feet in the low light before Paavo called to hand them a torch. 

The room lit up like a candle, the dust and debris even more visible under the light. 

Tony shook his head. "This place hasn't been used for a long time, maybe even longer than I've been on this 
planet. Some of these devices have rusted over and been chewed through. | really hope this doesn't lead to a 
hunting cave." 


Marko frowned. "A hunting cave? You mean the ones Elias was talking about last night?" 


"Exactly, except the goal is to be in pitch darkness so you can hunt them effectively. They run away from the 
light but | doubt they wouldn't mind eating us if given the chance." 


Marko shuddered and moved closer to Tony. 

Tony smiled at the action, but then stopped short 

Marko turned to look back at him. "What?" 

Tony dropped to his knees holding his head 

Marko glanced around for anything that might be causing it. He sighed and called out, "Elias!" 
Tony groaned, shaking his head and mumbling. "Too much.too much... 


Marko was about to call out again when he heard things crashing in the distance and a whoosh of brown hair 
descend upon them. 


Elias knelt down beside Tony and pulled him into his arms. "Tony? What's wrong?" 
Tony winced and closed his eyes. He breathed in and out several times. 
Elias looked up at Marko. "What happened?" 


"| don't know. We were walking and talking and then he dropped to his knees holding his head. Are the Kokkola 


trying to access his mind?" 
Eino appeared behind them with a bow in his hand. "What is it? Did Tony get attacked?" 
Elias shook his head. "I don't know, but we need to get Tony back to our caves so a doctor can look at him." 


Eino was about to reach down to help Elias get Tony to his knees when Tony's hand came up to stop him. 


"No.just give me a minute. They're.they're all talking at once." 
Elias blinked. "Who is talking? The gods?" 
‘I'm not sure, but they want me to know something important.” 


Marko turned away from them to hold the light out to see what else was in the room. Something moved in 


the distance. "What the hell was that?” 

Eino moved over to stand by Marko. *! don't see anything” 

"There was something in the distance. It wasn't an animal, almost like a person" 

Tony's eyes flew open "Yes! That's what they're saying. There's someone in here that needs our help. He was 
token here by the Kokkola years ago but he's managed to survive on prkrara meat and our vegetables on the 


far side." 


Eino groaned. "So that's where those are disappearing to. The farmers couldn't figure out where the extra 


vegetables were going. They thought it was the prkrara eating them.’ 
Elias frowned. "But why is he in here and not with us in the caves?" 


Tony got up from the ground, leaning on Elias! arm as a brace. "He was tortured in these rooms for years 
until they abandoned him here. There was no crash landing to hear because he was brought here by the 


Kokkola." 

"Did the gods tell you this?" 

Tony shook his head. "I don't think it was them. | think it was the spirits of those who were tortured and killed 
in this area. That's why they were all talking at once because they hadn't encountered someone that could 
hear them as | can" 

Marko turned to them. "So let's go find whoever it is." 


Elias shook his head. "l'm not exposing Tony to whoever it might be." 


Tony rolled his eyes and moved away from Elias. "I'll be able to talk with him. I'm the only one who knows his 


name other than the spirits around us." 
Elias protested. "You're our chief, if something were to happen...” 


"Nothing is going to happen and you'll be with me anyway." 


Elias opened his mouth to speak but then closed it in defeat. He moved with Tony over to where Marko and 


Eino were standing. "Fine, lets get this over with." 
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Marko held the torch out, following the trail of displaced dust from when the person ran away. "So what's this 


guy's name?" 


Tony frowned. "Henrik is what most of the spirits were yelling out but one was trying to say he had a 
nickname of some sort. | couldn't make it out in the sea of voices." 


"So when did you develop the ability to talk to ghosts?" 


"Well, it's what | do on a daily basis with the gods. They come to me in visions and such so it's a lot like talking 
to ghosts. | know Elias has seen the old chief's mate Jared on occasion and l'm pretty sure Antony and Innera 
saw spirits appear to them before the mating ceremony. The previous generation gets a chance to urge on the 


new one." 
Eino piped in, "A lot of the tribe has seen spirits of the dead on occasion. Usually to tell them something 
important is about to happen or ease their worried mind. Antony, for example, saw the former chief Victor 


before he was mated" 


Tony's eyebrow rose. "Interesting, | wonder what Victor told him? Not that he'd tell me but it would be 


interesting to hear what he said. I'll have to ask Victor later." 
Elias frowned. "Why is that interesting?” 


"Let's just say that Antony and Innera's joining will signal something very important for the tribe. Though l'm 
not going to tell either of them because | don't want it to dictate their actions." 


Marko sighed. "I wish the tension between us would be resolved. | want to get to know Innera and her family 


but every time | try | get a flash of anger from Antony.” 
Eino snorted and push a piece of wood out of the way. "Then do it. What Antony thinks is beside the point, you 
are a part of their family now. You should have the right to get to know them. Stop acting like you need 


someone's permission.” 


Elias laughed at Eino. "You say that now but | remember when you were interested in Perttu but would run to 


the former chief every five minutes for permission" 
Tony rolled his eyes. "Like a certain former hunter | know." 


Eino chuckled at the blush crossing Elias’ face. "The chief has you there." And then he turned to Marko. "What 


| said is true, Marko. Antony can deal with his issues later. All I've seen so far is you attempt to do it, run 
away scared, and Antony being happy about it. He's getting the upper hand on you every time because you're 
letting him. You're his father, act like it" 


"But | caused him to be this way. Shouldn't | take some responsibility for that?" 


Tony linked his hand with Elias' when he offered it. "Yes, you should but if it's ruining your time here then we 
have to work out the kinks. Another cleansing session wouldn't hurt at this point. Though just you and | this 
time." 


Marko shrugged. "I guess it couldn't hurt. How many did you do to get rid of all of that repressed emotions?" 


‘Several over the course of a couple months. Little things would crop up while | was trying to be happy with 
Elias and | would seek the chief out. It's my job to make you as happy as | can here, so ask for it if you need 
it" 


Eino put out his hand to quiet them. He inched in front of them and took the torch from Marko's hand. "I know 


you're close by as | can smell the dirt used for our gardens. Show yourself!" 


Tony touched Eino's arm and walked a few feet in front of him. "lm the chief of this tribe and we mean you 
no harm. | don't care that you've been taking food to feed yourself. If the gods didn't want you here, they 


would have acted on it. As they haven't, it means you were meant to come with us." 
They waited for any movement. 


Marko stepped forward. "We're not part of the Kokkola tribe and we're not going to hurt you. Most of us are 
former Suomi military and if you're that too then we can help you. And even if you're not, we will still help 


you." 


Shadows moved over the doorway. 


Tony squinted to make out who it was. "Henrik? The spirits are worried for you and they have told me that 
you were tortured here by the Kokkola" 


| was but it was for the training, to be able to use the devices that you so needlessly broke when we first 


captured you." He stopped to snort. "I recognize that smug bastard voice anywhere." 


The man came into the torchlight. Tony snorted, shaking his head. "You've got to be kidding me. You're that 
short, fat guy from the Kokkola ship. What was your name.Henkka. That's what the one spirit was trying to 


say. 


Henkka rolled his eyes. "So you talk to ghosts now, Kakko? You can barely talk to real people without annoying 
them." 


Tony ignored the slight. "Yes, as I'm the chief of these people now. | have powers that most people do not 
have, as they were granted to me by the gods." 


Henkka's eyebrow rose. "Gods? What the hell are you talking about? And how did you even survive the swan 
dive into the planet?" 


Eino fists tightened as his sides. 
Tony saw it and shook his head. "Don't bother, he's just trying to get me riled up again" He turned to Henkka. 
I'm not the man you knew back then. I've found peace here which you seem to be lacking at the moment. If 


you come with us...” 


Henkka interrupted. "Hell no, I'm not going anywhere with you. You'll end up torturing me like | did to you. No 
thanks." 


Marko frowned. "They don't care about your past actions as evident in the fact that I'm the reason Tony was 
even on that shuttle. | goaded him into going with Jani, who ended being bombed on some planet." 


Henkka's body stiffened. 
Tony's eyebrow rose. "Something wrong, Henkka? Is it the mention of Janis name?" 
"| don't know what you're talking about" 


Tony grinned. "I'm sure you don't, but I'm pretty sure you two ended up as lovers. You wouldn't have that kind 
of reaction to his name if you didn't. | know it all too well." 


Henkka rolled his eyes. "Why do you even care? He hated your guts." 


| never gave him a reason not to. | can't be mad at him for his actions as they led me to here and my mate 


Elias. If anything, | should be thanking him." 
Henkka stared at Tony. 


"What? | told you I'm not the same as before. I've moved past it with the help of good friends, mentors, and 
gods. And you can too if come back with us." 


Marko moved forward to stand in front of Henkka. "It's certainly better than scavenging around for food like 
you are now. And it's free so you have no obligation to do anything for the tribe. Why waste away here when 
you could flourish with us? | doubt Jani would want that." 


Henkka looked into Marko's eyes. "You must be Marko. Jani told me you had the wateriest blue eyes he'd ever 


seen.” 


Marko smiled. "Jani was a good friend and definitely didn't deserve to die in a bombing. No matter what crap he 


pulled with Tony." 


Tony moved over to them. "You have the choice to leave if you don't like it. Feel free to come back here if it 


doesn't work out. We'll continue our drilling in another area of the caves." 


Henkka sighed. “Fine, I'll check it out. I've only seen the areas by the back gardens. | didn't even know there was 


anyone living here when | first arrived" 


KRKE EEE Æ 


Chapter 12 


By the time they got back to the main caves it was time for dinner. Henkka followed Marko over to Innera's 
family table with a heaping plate of food. They welcomed him warmly causing Henkka to look at them confused. 


Marko laughed at his expression and explained how they were all connected. 
"Mated? You mean like animals?" 


Marko laughed. "I thought so too but apparently marriage can be broken while being mated by the gods is for 
life." 


Innera's mother piped in. "And death as well. Once you are mated by the gods, you are tied to that person 


forever." 
Henkka blinked. "What if one of the pair dies before the other? They can't be with anyone else?" 


"That is correct, though their mate is with them in spirit if that makes sense. Just like the chief before Tony 
had to deal with. His mate Jared was killed years before he was. He had to wait it out alone but other things 
kept him occupied, such as being the chief." 


Henkka frowned, staring down at his food. "| wish that were the case in real life. Then Jani would still be with 


me. 


Innera's mother smiled, reaching out to touch Henkka's hand. "If you were close, then he is still with you. Even 


if you weren't mated by the gods, just as those who were a part of our former lives." 


Marko frowned. "What happened to Jani anyway? All | heard was he was found on a Kokkola planet with a whole 
bunch of other Kokkola natives." 


Henkka pushed the food around on his plate. "H's a long story. Basically, he was tasked with getting into military 
areas and getting supplies. That was all well and good until the higher command used his access codes to blow 
up military bases." 


Marko groaned. "Base 591. | remember having former classmates on that base with their families. The bomb 


killed over a thousand people and most of them were civilians." 


"Yeah, and when Jani found out he was furious. As much as he hated the military, he wasn't about to take 
innocent lives. He came to me begging to help him escape and | told him they wouldn't do it again" He stopped 
to sigh. "Turns out | was wrong and they used more of his access codes to destroy the Stratovarius. The 
reason being, the captain of that ship had figured out that Jani was still alive and was tracking him." 


Marko shivered. "I remember that day. I'd already been transferred to another ship by that point but | did 


keep in touch with a few of my former crewmates. At first, the military thought the ship had some kind of 
flaw in it that destroyed it. It wasn't until they patched into a downloaded computer log that they discovered it 
had been hacked and initiated the self-destruct. There's no way Jens or Timo would have been able to disarm 


it in time." 


"Jani was beside himself at this point. He wanted out and the higher-ups didn't like that. Eventually, he was 
tasked with examining some stuff in caves on one of our worlds. They made it sound like it was a simple 


science mission but they knew full well the military was about to attack it" 


"And thats how he was found in a cave with five hundred other people. The only reason we noticed at all was 
that his body type doesn't match the Kokkola. A quick scan of the area had him popping out immediately. They 
took his body and buried it next to Jani's father, who had killed himself upon learning of Janis death ten years 


prior." 


Henkka glanced away. "I didn't take it well. In the midst of sabotaging a higher-up's ship in a fit of revenge, | 
was discovered and taken here for torture. Since | operated one of those machines in the past, | knew how to 


trick into taking useless information" 
"And they just left you here?" 


"No, | escaped into the caves and they never found me. | lived off whatever | could find including those evil 
looking creatures with red eyes. Some of them killed enough of the people hunting for me that they just gave 


up and assumed | was dead. When | finally came back to the area you appeared in, they were long gone." 
Marko frowned but said nothing. 


Henkka shrugged at his reaction "H's my life at this point. One series of stupid things led up to this moment. 
And as you said before, none of us would even be here had you not pushed Tony into taking your place on 


that scouting mission" 


KRKE KE KK Æ 


Henkka ended up staying with them and being placed close to Marko's room. They seemed to get along better 


than anyone else. 


It made Tony happy that maybe he didn't have to delve into Henkka's brain after all. He didn't want to relive 


Jani betraying him nor Jani's eventual death, however it happened. 
Still, the problem with Marko and Antony was unsolved. They both kept working for Elias on the expansion 
project with Henkka filling in as Marko's partner instead of Paavo going back and forth. Innera and her family 


welcomed Marko, but Antony was not as forthcoming. 


Tony had no clue how he was going to broach the subject of it. It had been a month since Henkka joined them 


and nothing seemed to be moving in that regard. 

That is until Antony and Innera rushed into his room one morning. 

Tony opened his eyes and frowned at them. "What's wrong?" 

Both knelt beside the circle. Antony spoke up first. "I don't know what to do. Something is wrong with Innera" 
Tony turned to her. "What's wrong? Are you having troubling visions? Haunting dreams?" 


Innera shook her dark hair. "No, nothing like that. | can't. can't seem to keep down food. Every morning it 


seems to get worse. | haven't eaten anything weird." 


Tony thought for a moment and then smiled. "I think might know what's wrong. Though we should head for the 


doctor just to be sure." 

All three headed over to the doctor's area on the opposite side of the dining hall. 
The doctor glanced up. "ls something wrong with all of you?" 

Tony moved to stand close to the doctor, whispering into his ear. 


Innera and Antony looked at each other and then back at them. Antony spoke up, "What's going on? Why are 


you whispering?" 


The doctor's eyebrows rose and he exclaimed, "Oh!" He moved over to Innera and led her to the bed along the 


wall. "The chief has an idea of what might be troubling you, but he said | should make sure first 
Innera watched the doctor touch over her belly and prod it a little. "Something is wrong with my stomach?" 


The doctor kept feeling around. "There could be or it could be something else. It's probably too early to tell 


yet." He grabbed his stethoscope and placed it over various places on Imera's belly. 
Tony stood back and grinned. "Find it yet?" 


The doctor was about to answer when he stopped moving and listened. He smiled and turned to Tony. "There it 


is." 
Tony leaned down to place his hand over the spot. He closed his eyes and his hand started to glow a litle. 
Antony blinked. "What.what are you doing to Innera?" 


The doctor smiled at Antony. "He's checking with the gods." 


"He can do that outside of his room?" 


Tony removed his hand from Innera’s belly, glancing over at Antony. "Sometimes | can, it depends on what the 
gods need of me. They confirmed what | suspected" 


"Which is?" 

Tony touched Imera's and Antony's shoulders. "Congratulations." 

Antony shook his head. "What kind of answer is that?" 

Innera's eyes widened. "Wait, you don't mean...” 

Tony smiled. "You're having morning sickness because you are with child" 
Antony stared at Tony dumbfounded, 


Tony chuckled and patted Antony's shoulder. "If you need any guidance in that regard, l'm sure Innera's parents 
would be happy to offer advice as would the doctor here." 


The doctor got up and rummaged in a bin by the bed. He took out a pouch of herbs, handing them to Innera 
and saying, "These will help with the morning sickness. It won't lessen until much later into the pregnancy, but 


these will allow you to eat and not feel as nauseous." 


Innera looked up at Antony who was standing there confused. "You are not happy to be a father?" 


Antony swallowed hard. "To be honest | didn't think it would happen this fast. | don't. don't know how to raise a 
child” 


The doctor laughed at Antony. "No expecting parent does. That's one of the joys of raising a child - you learn 
on the fly." 


"What if I'm a bad parent? | mean, my childhood wasn't exactly the greatest” 


Tony touched Antony's shoulder. "Then maybe you should seek Marko out in that regard. He can tell you what 


not to do and the tension can be resolved between the two of you." 
Antony sighed. "I don't know if it ever will be." 


"Never doubt the power of healing, Antony. It's within you and within him as well. It only takes one of you to 
do something about it" 


KERE E EK KE 


Marko was heading into the dining area for lunch when an older tribe member whom he had never met 


approached him and wanted to shake his hand. "Um, do | know you?" 

The man grinned. "That doesnt matter. All km here is to congratulate you." 

Marko's eyebrow rose. "Congratulate me? For what?" 

"For your son's good news. He's going to be a father.” 

Marko stared at the man 

The man laughed and shook Marko's hand. "Ive seen that look before and | survived it ok" 
Marko turned to Henkka. "What just happened? 

Henkka chuckled and patted Marko's arm. "You're going to be a grandpa” 

Marko's mouth flapped like a fish but nothing came out. 


Henkka laughed, shoving Marko forward into the dining area. "Come on, grandpa Make. Let's congratulate the 
kids." 


KERE EE KK Æ 


Antony looked up just as Marko sat down at their table. He sighed and waited for whatever was coming. 
Instead, he gaped at his father's stunned expression. 


Innera laughed and motioned to Marko. "It looks like you both have the same reaction to our child." 
Marko looked over at her. "I..." 


Innera's father reached over to touch Marko's shoulder. "Don't worry, it's not as bad as you think. This time 


around you don't have to change diapers or late night feedings." 
Marko flushed. 


Antony turned to Innera's father. "| don't think he had to do that. He was away on missions most times when | 


was you ng." 


Marko swallowed hard. "I was there for your birth though. Holding this tiny part of myself and wondering how 
you would turn out" He looked into Antony's eyes. "I wasn't there enough, | know that, but | want to be there 


for yours. Even if its just babysitting or seeing him or her occasionally, | want to make up for my mistakes 
and start anew." 


Innera smiled, tears gathering in her eyes. "You are always welcome, Marko. | know that your past together 
was not always a happy one, but that doesn't mean the future shall be the same. The gods have granted us 
this child and it would make them happy if it was shared." 

Marko turned around to see if Tony was watching them but he wasn't. "You sound just like Tony." 

Innera chuckled. "He is our chief so his teachings are spoken among the people as well. It's only natural that we 
end up thinking the same thing over time. Plus, this gives you a chance to give back what you couldn't with 


Antony." 


"It's not that couldn't, because | could | was just scared that | would lose him too after his mother died. And 


for a while | had, but | guess the gods wouldn't let it stay that way." 

Innera smiled, taking Antony's hand and bringing it together with Marko's. "Then let this be the start of a new 
joining. It will not be easy but | believe in you both to make it through. After all, | expect Antony to be there 
changing diapers along with you at times." 

Marko squeezed his son's hand. "All | ask is a chance if I'm worthy of that.” 

Antony sighed and nodded. 


Innera nudged and whispered to Antony, "I hope | haven't angered you with this action" 


Antony turned to her and smiled. "No, you've done what | couldn't. You always amaze me with the ability to 


make everyone at ease. | wish | had your strength." 

Innera interlocked her fingers in Antony's hand. "I get my strength from you. There is no special secret" 
Antony leaned over to kiss her lips. 

Marko smiled sadly at them. 

FERE EE KR Æ 

Henkka nudged Marko as they were walking back to work. "What's wrong? Aren't you happy for them?" 
‘Its not that, | wish them all of the happiness." 


"Then what?" 


Marko walked into the room they had been in before lunch. "It's just that | miss being with someone. | haven't 


been with anyone since my wife died ten years ago." 

Henkka's eyebrow rose. "Seriously?" 

Marko picked up a stone to set on the nearest platform. "Yeah, | mean I've made do by myself but it's not the 
same. The thing | miss most is holding someone when l'm sleeping." He stopped to laugh. "I've even taken to 
fashioning some of my blankets into a body to hold while | slept" 


Henkka laughed and picked up his stone. "That is pretty weird." 


Marko grabbed another store. "It's all | could think to do. Its not like | can randomly ask someone here to sleep 


with me. According to Tony, it's forbidden by the gods." 


Henkka blinked. "Really? They care about two people fooling around? You'd think they'd have better things to do 
than that" 


"| don't think it's about fooling around as in actual sex or mating as Tony refers to it. If you do it with 
someone who has not been chosen as your mate, then the punishment is death." 


Henkka froze. 
"What? Have you mated with someone here?" 


Henkka turned. "No, it's just a harsh sentence for something that comes naturally. People have been having sex 


for millions of years." 

"I think it's more to stop those from sleeping with everyone in sight than punishing two people in love." 

Henkka flushed. 

Marko glanced over and raised an eyebrow. "I have a feeling there's a story behind that" 

Henkka sighed and finished lifting his stone. "Before Jani | was." 

"Sleeping around a lot?" 

Henkka leaned against the completed platform. "Yeah, mostly because | could. Pasi didn't care and neither did his 
brother Timo, who was our captain. They both got their fun over time as did others on board. It's just.after a 


while it wasn't as fulfilling if that makes sense, like it had somehow become a hollow act." 


"| can understand that. It's kind of the reason | never was interested in anyone else other than my wife. | didn't 


think anyone would surpass her in my mind" 


"| doubt anyone will. That's the reason she was your wife in the first place, you cared for enough to get 


married." 


Marko ducked his head. "That's true but still | was afraid of getting hurt again. | wouldn't be able to go 


through seeing someone die and doing nothing about it" 

Henkka bit his lip and then said, "What about guys?" 

Marko dropped his rock on the platform. "Well, um, | never thought about it. There's nothing wrong with it - 
just look at Tony and Elias - but I've never been with a guy like that" He turned to look at Henkka. "Why do 
you ask?" 

Henkka flushed and then shrugged. "No reason" 

Marko blinked at him, feeling his face get warm. 


96 EEK EK KE 


Antony returned to the expansion crew after being with Innera a month into her pregnancy. He flushed when 


Elias called him out at the morning meeting. 
"So nice of you to finally come back to us, Antony." 


Antony ducked his head. "I wanted to make sure Innera was ok and last night she told me to come back to 


work" 

Elias chuckled. "Let me guess, you were annoying her by always asking how she was?" 

Antony stared at Elias dumbfounded. 

Paavo laughed and patted Antony on the back. "Its exactly how | was when my wife was pregnant with our 
first child Unlike then, I'm sure the gods are watching over Innera while she's pregnant. They'll let you or the 
chief know if something is wrong." 

Marko smiled behind them but said nothing. 

Henkka caught it and chuckled. 


Antony turned around when he heard the laughing. He looked over at his smiling father. "What?" 


"Good to know that | wasn't the only one who did that. | would bug your mother every hour via 


communications when she was first pregnant." He stopped to laugh. "She took it about as good as your Innera 


did" 


Paavo laughed. "I think every expecting father does this at some point. Eventually, they let the mother just be 


and time passes quicker. The more you focus on something, the longer it takes to happen 


Antony snorted. "You don't know how correct you are. The three months leading up to Innera's birthday took 


forever." 


"That's because of the mating that was to take place afterward. You were worried that Innera would be with 


someone else so I'd imagine you were obsessing about it every single minute." 

Antony flushed. 

Elias rolled his eyes. "And bugging Tony and | about it daily, trying to figure out if the gods had told us yet" 
Paavo nodded. "And Eino and Perttu as well. They would grumble about it to me over dinner.” 

Antony turned a darker shade of red. 

Marko smiled. "That sounds familiar. | went out on a date with your mother and she waited seven days to 
contact me again. Every single one of those days was filled with me constantly looking at my messages to see 
if she'd responded yet. | think she knew full well what it did to me." 


Antony blinked at his father. "I never knew of this." 


"That l'm not surprised. We didn't really share how we met or anything like that with you. Maybe if we had, 


then there would be more of a bond between us." 
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Dinner had a birthday celebration for Elias which was attended by everyone. Wine made from the fruits they 


grew was flowing at all times. 

Marko took a sip of his glass and blinked. "This stuff is strong." 

Henkka downed the glass in one gulp. He winced a little and then grinned at Marko. "And it's damn good as well. 
We used to have something similar on our ship called gollog. It would knock you on your ass but you'd be 
smiling when it did." 


Marko laughed and took another sip. "l'd imagine you were one of those who ended up on the floor.” 


Henkka winked at Marko and poured another glass of it. "I did indeed. | could drink anyone under the table in an 


hour." 


Marko's eyebrow rose. "Care to wager against me? | may be sipping this stuff but | can hold my alcohol 


pretty well considering | was on a military ship." 

"You're on. Though is that allowed by the gods?" 

| have no idea Maybe?" 

Henkka shrugged. "Well, it's not like we're betting money on it or anything, just having a drink with each other." 
Marko chuckled. "Of course, it's just casual." 

"Very casual. Though I'd still drink you under the table. A skinny thing like you will be drunk in no time." 

Marko grinned. "We shall see." 
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After the fifth full glass of the wine, Marko's eyes had trouble focusing on the glass in front of him. He'd 
never drunk anything this strong for so long. It had been hours and they were still going on it. 


Judging by how much Henkka was listing to the side, he wasn't in any better shape. The drool escaping his 
parted lips didn't help the mental image. 


A crowd had gathered close to them, wondering what they were doing. They had been casual about it, so it 
didn't attract too much attention, but as the crowd thinned they were the only ones left stil drinking. 


Eino was one of those who was keeping an eye on things. "Aren't you two done yet? The staff wants to clean 


up." 
Two glasses were sitting in front of Marko and Henkka. They both look at each other to dare one to take 


another glass. 


Henkka wobbled in place but reached for his glass. The liquid sloshed around inside, spilling a little on the table 
cloth. He looked over at Marko before emptying the glass. Soon after he crashed to the ground at the crowds' 
feet. 


Marko's eyebrow rose at the action, chuckling and reaching for his glass. A deep breath escaped his lips before 
he downed the wine. The alcohol clouded his brain with all sorts of things that he was pretty sure weren't real. 


Like he was almost positive that Eino wasn't a purple dragon watching over them. 


The small gathering watched Marko to see if he would fall to the ground as well. 


Marko grinned, holding his arms in the air and saying, "Toldyou | would dooo it 
Henkka didn't utter a reply, snoring loudly on the floor. 


Eino rolled his eyes and reached over to get Marko to his feet. "A hollow victory when your competitor is on 


the floor and didn't see it." 
Marko frowned. "But.but you saw it” 


Perttu laughed and grabbed Henkka with Paavo's help. "That's assuming we will tell Henkka what happened. 


Maybe we were looking somewhere else?" 
"You wouldn't do that" 


Eino grinned. "We shall see, won't we? Though it might be a lesson to you to not play childish games like 
drinking contests." 


"Like you didn't in the military." 


"Of course | did, it was the only thing keeping me sane most times. That is until | met Perttu here and | had no 


need to drown myself in liquor." 
"But that's not what this was. It was a challenge, nothing more." 


Mikko, who was standing near Paavo, laughed. "There are better ways to challenge yourself. Though from 


where | was sitting, it looked more like a flirting contest to me with the wiggling eyebrows and grins.’ 

Marko turned bright red. 

Eino laughed and dragged Marko outside of the dining area to the hallway. "Ah, now we're getting to the truth." 
Marko scoffed. "I don't know what you're talking about and | can walk by myself 

Eino let go and Marko tumbled to the ground. He rolled his eyes and picked Marko back up. "You were saying?" 
Marko sighed into his shirt. "So maybe l'm a little unsteady at the moment" 

"And about the other thing?" 

Marko looked away from Eino. "I don't know." 


"Then maybe you should find out." 


OI 
Marko and Henkka stumbled into the morning meeting. 


Paavo took one look at them and started to laugh. The rest of the men who had watched last night also 
laughed at Marko and Henkka's shaggy appearance. 


Elias frowned. "What happened to you two?" 

Marko blinked wearily at Elias and opened his mouth, but he was cut off by Paavo. 
"They had a drinking contest last night with the wine. | don't imagine they feel too welll" 
Marko winced at the sudden sound. "There's no need to shout” 

Paavo laughed and stood beside Antony. 

Elias blinked. "Drinking contest?" 


Paavo stared at Elias and then finally nodded. "Oh right, you came to us as a teen so you wouldn't have seen 


this yet. Basically, they dare each other to keep drinking glasses of alcohol until one of them passes out” 
"Why would anyone want to do that?" 


Paavo shrugged. "When you're young and stupid, it's a nice way to pass the time in the military or really 


anywhere. Most times you don't do it when you're older or you'll end up like these two." 
Henkka grumbled. "Make started it. Its all his fault.” 


Marko turned to him. "I did not. It started with you bragging that you could drink anyone under the table. Its a 
good thing Tony wasn't there or he would have kicked both of our asses." 


Elias blinked. "Really? Tony never seems to drink much around me." 


"That's because he's actually happy here and in the military he wasn't. Regularly we would have drinking 


contests among the crew without the captain knowing and Tony won every one of them." 


Henkka chuckled. "That explains how Jani knew how to do them so well. Though he was a lightweight when it 


came to the others on our ship. He always went down first.” 


"Oh yeah, Jani was easy to beat because he got drunk really fast on hard liquor. Though give him a beer or 
cider battle and he would hang in there a long time." 


Henkka rolled his eyes, groaning at how hard they moved. "There's no point in doing a drinking contest with 
watered down drinks. That would last for days." 


Elias sighed between them. "Are you finished? We have work to do." 
Both turned bright red under Elias’ gaze. 
"Good, now let's get to work!" 
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Marko's head felt like it was made out of cotton but his body knew what to do without it. He hadn't dropped a 
stone on his foot or on Henkka so the day was going good. 


That is until Tony sat down at their table during lunch. 

Marko glanced away and groaned. 

Tony chuckled. "So, you decided to have a drinking contest last night 

Marko shoved food into his mouth. 

"And you managed to win against Henkka. That surprises me." 

Marko stopped eating and turned. "It surprises you that we had a drinking contest?" 


Tony laughed. "No, it surprises me that you won against a Kokkola. They're supposed to be one of the hardest 


drinking races in the galaxy. Drinking contests are their national sport." 
Henkka grumbled. "I was out of practice. It's not like | had access to liquor while hiding out" 


Marko grimaced as he tried to roll his eyes. "It didn't stop you from bragging about drinking me under the 
table." 


"Well, what else was | supposed to do? You heard what Tony said, we drink for fun" 
Marko sighed. "So it was only about you wanting to challenge me?" 

"Was it supposed to be something else?" 

"Well, no. | just thought. 


Henkka watched Marko trail off and stare down at his food with a frown. "Thought what? That | wanted to get 


you drunk?" 

Marko flushed 

Henkka laughed. "If | wanted to get you drunk, | could have just dared you to drink all of the wine." 

Marko looked over at Tony. "Did the gods get mad because of us?" 

"Well, they don't necessarily approve of this type of contest, but they did say they found it amusing. Especially 
when Henkka fell to the floor after glass number six. They'd never seen someone drink that much." He laughed 
at the blush creeping across Henkka's face. "Usually men pass out after glass three. That's the reason it's not 
served very often except for the chief and his mate's birthdays. It's ten times the strength of regular wine." 
Marko winced. "No wonder my head is still killing me. Usually, the hangover doesn't last this long.” 

Tony bumped Marko's shoulder with his own. "Then maybe that will be a lesson to you, Paasikoski. You're not a 
young kid anymore." He moved in closer to whisper, "You don't need to get plastered to figure out if he likes 
you or not. There are other ways to go about it." 


Marko stared at Tony. 


Tony chuckled and got up from the table. "Which reminds me, | need to ask the gods something about you 
two." 


Henkka blinked. "What?" 
Tony's brown eyes twinkled under the light. "That you'll have to figure it out on your own. Until you do, lay off 
the drinking contests for a while.’ He stopped to laugh. "Or at least wait until next year when it's my birthday 


again so | can watch it." 
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Chapter [3 


Summer waned into fall, not that the outside weather would indicate that as it was always hot and sunny. Still, 
the gods knew when the tribe should pick their vegetables and fruits and when to plant others. 


Innera continued to grow bigger, her clothes getting looser with each passing month. She was sitting next to 


Antony when she jumped in place. 
Antony grabbed her hand. "What happened? Do we need to see the chief? A doctor?" 


Innera laughed at Antony and kissed the top of his hand. "I believe our child has decided to make their presence 
known. | just felt it kick" 


Antony blinked and stared down at Innera's belly. "Kick?" 


Innera brought Antony's hand to touch over her belly. They waited a few seconds before vibration was felt 


under their hands. 
Antony gaped 

Marko laughed across the table. "Apparently you have a football player in the making’ 
Innera cocked her head to the side. "Football 


"Yes, it's a sport where you run around with a ball and kick it into nets that are defended by the opposing 


team's goalie. It's popular where Antony and | are from.’ 
Innera stared down at her belly. "Well, it could be a girl." 


Antony shrugged. "It doesn't matter what the sex is, there were football leagues for both men and women 


back home. They only differed in rules." 


"That may be true, but here girls are the most valued because they can continue the line. We have a surplus 


of men already here." 


Marko nodded. "It's because most of us are from the military which was primarily men There were some 


women who served, but theirs was optional. Ours was mandatory." 
Antony jumped when he felt another kick. "| wonder if the chief knows the sex of the baby?" 


Innera's father piped in, "I'm sure he does. He knew of Innera's pregnancy before you did.” 


Marko frowned. "You want to know before it's born?" 

"We don't have to know what it is, but it will help in making clothes for it. And the colors as well" 

Innera's mother looked at Antony curiously. "The colors?" 

"Well, yeah. Blue for boys and pink for girls." 

Innera's mother chuckled. "We don't have that here. The colors they are adorned in will be chosen by the gods. 
They are their auras and unique to each child. Innera's was gold which is why she wore a golden dress at the 
mating ceremony.” 


"But she's always wearing red or green. I've only seen here wear gold once." 


Innera smiled at Antony. "I only wear that at important events like our joining. Our child will be granted its own 


color when he or she is born The chief will bring it when it's time for me to give birth." 
"Does everyone have a different color here? Or can there be duplicates?" 


Innera's mother spoke, "Joined pairs have different colors but yes there can be others with the same color. 


They do not know their color unless they were born here or have been mated with another." 
"Does the child take on one of the colors of the parent?" 


Innera's mother laughed. "No, it is a different color." She motioned to her mate. "We are green and brown, while 


Innera is gold." 

"And we're purple and gold, so the child could be anything.” 

PIKE 

A week later they were at the doctor's room for a checkup when Tony entered the room. 

All three looked up at Tony in surprise. 

Tony chuckled. "I didn't mean to interrupt, just wanted to see how our youngest tribe member is doing.” 


The doctor removed the stethoscope from his ears. "Progressing nicely. A very healthy heart and keeping its 
parents up with nightly kicking sessions." 


Tony approached Innera with a hand outstretched. "May |?" 


Innera nodded and watched Tony lay his hand on her belly like before. Though this time there was no bluish 


light. 


Tony smiled, removed his hand and looking at Antony and Innera. "I can tell you the sex of the baby if you 


want me to. I've known for a while, but the gods have allowed me to tell you" 
Antony looked at Innera 

Innera smiled at him. "I leave this up to you. | already know what sex it is" 
Tony's eyebrow rose but he said nothing 

Antony turned to Tony. "Its a girl, isn't it?" 

Tony smiled and then shook his head 

The smile left Innera's face. “It's a boy?" 


Tony laughed at Innera. "So you were guessing at what it might be. | wondered if the gods had visited you and 


never bothered to tell me." 
Antony frowned. "That's not good, is it? There are already enough men here." 


Tony touched Antony's shoulder. "You should be happy to have a child, regardless of its sex. The gods will be 


displeased if you look down upon it since it's not a girl 


"No, that's not what | meant. | would love it, no matter what it was. It's just that | was concerned it was yet 


another boy in a tribe full of men" 
Tony smiled, his eyes twinkling again. "Trust in the gods, for they know what they're doing. Your son might 
very well become a great hunter or a father of a chief. Only they know for sure and have given you this child 


to watch over." 


Innera nodded. "Of course, and | do trust the gods. | just.l just thought that since | was born here as a girl 
that my child would be one too. My mother said the kicking reminded her of me before | was born" 


"But you are unhappy that it is a boy?" 


Innera smiled at Tony. "Of course not, it just differed from what | thought it might be. | will love him just as 


much as if it was a girl. | just have to start creating some boy clothes instead." 
Antony's eyebrow rose. "You've been creating clothes for it?" 


"Yes, when you're away at work. It's something to do." She sighed. "Though it was more for little girls instead 


of boys." 


Tony smiled. "Well, | can let you know if we do have a girl coming up and you can give it to that couple. There's 


no point in tossing it away just because it was made for a girl." 


Innera smiled. "Actually | was just going to add a few pieces to it that | took away. | should be able to modify it 


without too much trouble." 

Tony turned to Antony, who still wore a small frown. "I can sense that you're not quite happy with this, but | 
can tell you that you will not end up like your father. The gods know this and trust you in raising your son as 
you would have like to been raised yourself.” 


Antony flushed. "Why is it that you always know what l'm thinking before | even say it?" 


Tony laughed and patted Antony on the back. "Because that's my job, Antony. I'm supposed to guide those in 
the tribe when they have doubts. | will help you with this, you won't be doing it alone.” 


Innera smiled. "Do | get to help too?" 
Tony reached down to touch Innera's hand. "You get to do more than any of us realize. The fact that you get 
to bond with your son before we get to even see it is help enough. The gods believe in you as well, Innera, but 


you already know that." 


"| do." She reached out to hold Antony's hand. "And | believe in my mate. He has the power within to do great 
things, for that | am certain." 


Antony turned a bright shade of red. 

KEEKEEKE Æ 

Henkka walked into Tony's room with a frown He stared down at the circle on the floor. 

"What's on your mind, Henkka?" 

Henkka looked up and pointed at the circle. "What's it for?" 

"Cleansing the mind of past problems. Basically allowing the person to come to terms with their past" 

Henkka hesitated and then sat in the circle. "Might as well get it over with. It's my past that | want to forget 
"| dont understand. Did something happen with Marko?" 


Henkka stared down at his hands. "No, he's still interested in me but | can't give it back to him. | still love Jani 


and to be honest | don't think there's room for Marko." 
Tony leaned back against the wall. "So you want me to erase Jani from your mind so you can love Marko?" 
"|. dont know. Maybe?" 


Tony touched Henkka's arm. "It doesn't erase memories of your past, it just helps them not haunt you in the 


present." 
"Then it won't get rid of the guilt of sending Jani to his death? | found out at the last moment that the planet 
might be attacked. | could have broken protocol and sent him a subspace message. The higher-ups would have 


killed me, but at least maybe Jani would still be alive.” 


"It would help you with that. Though his death brought you to us. It was fate that he betrayed me and ended 
up dying later. Without it, you'd be on some Kokkola ship alone and Marko would still be miserable." 


The frown deepened on Henkka's face 

Tony watched him and frowned too. "Let's just see what happens first. We can fine tune it later" 

Henkka looked over at Tony. “Thanks” 

"Don't thank me yet. We have some work to do’ 

PFEF 

Henkka stood in the middle of a black mass and looked around. "Tony?" 

"I am with you, Herkka | see everything you do. 

Henkka moved forward fo see if the black mass followed. "What am | supposed to do here? There's nothing’ 
"Focus on what you want to deal with first and it will appear." 


Henkka bit his lip and thought of Jani. As if on cue, Jani appeared before him. He rushed forward to grab Jani 


and pull him into his arms. "You're here! | mean, | know you're dead but | never expected you to just appear.” 
Jani stood there unmoving. 
Henkka pulled back and frowned. "Why don't you hold me back? Don't you miss me?" 


"He's not the real Jani Liimatainen, Henkka, only a memory from your mind. Tell this memory of him how you 


feel." 


Henkka let go of Jani. "No, if this isn't him then why bother?" 


"To be able to say goodbye to those who were taken suddenly. You feel guilt at knowing he died alone on that 
planet. Tell him what you wanted to tell him before he left" 


Henkka looked at Jani. "But he won't react to anything | say." 

"He might. My version of Jani did when | told him what | was feeling about him." 

Henkka snorted. "Rage and anger?" 

"No, that | loved him." 

Henkka frowned. "You loved him? But..you treated him like garbage?" 

"We're getting off topic. This is for you, not me." 

"No, not until you answer my question” 

A sigh filled Henkka's ears. "Fine, have it your way. | pestered him to be better because that's what my father 
expected me to do. Deep down inside | loved him but | had no way to express it because of my duty from my 
father. | pushed my frustration at him which solved nothing in the long run. And in the end, made him choose 

his own path to be with the Kokkola." 

"And he never knew any of this. All he would say about you was that you were always after him because of 

your father saving his. He never had a kind word to say about you ever. If he had, he might not have chosen 


the path he did" 


"He still would have chosen it to get away from the obligation to his father and the military. There are many 


things that cause our actions, but all of them go towards fate. Take one away and others will fill in" 
"So even if | had never met Jani, | would have still ended up here eventually?" 


"Maybe. Others' fates come into play as well. For Jani to even be there is due to his father being saved by 


mine. Had that not happened, none of us would be interacting right now." 


Henkka looked at Jani again. "You asshole. Had you just gone along with whatever the higher-ups were proposing, 
you would have lived. Yes, they killed thousands of innocents which is horrible, but we would still be together if 
you had." 


"As | said before, it was fate for him to die when he did" 


Henkka looked up in the air. "Shut up, Tony. This is my therapy, not yours." 

‘Im still going to be here, Henkka. It's the only reason you're here in the first place." 

Henkka shrugged. "Fine, just let me deal with it instead of interfering.” 

"Very well. Continue." 

Henkka touched the side of Jani's face. "I feel like I'm betraying what little we had together when I'm with 
Marko. Not like anything has happened at this point but still. | keep being drawn to him and that puts me 
further away from you." He stopped to sigh. "I'm sorry, Jani. I'm sorry for even meeting and luring you away 
years ago. l'm not sorry for loving you or my actions after your needless death. Please forgive me." 


Jani blinked at Henkka, tears filling his eyes. 


Henkka wrapped his arms around Jani, holding him tight and burrowing into his neck. "I know, | feel it too. And | 
know you'd want me to finally be happy again 


"He would. Whatever he thought of me, he valued the people he cared deeply about above anything else. He'd 
want you to move on but still remember him as you do now. To be honest, you are probably the most well- 
adjusted person I've done this on. You knew what you had to do and did it" 

Henkka let go of Jani and smiled. "Asshole. | miss you but it feels different now." 

Jani disappeared from view and Henkka looked up at the sky. "Am | done now?" 

OIE 

Henkka opened his eyes and looked over at Tony. He frowned at the tears in Tony's eyes. 

Tony wiped away the tears. "I hope I've helped in some way.” 


Henkka reached out to touch Tony's arm. "You still love him, don't you?" 


‘In a way, yes. | never got to feel what you felt with Jari. | wanted it so desperately, but | couldn't act on it 
and every time | think of him it just brings it back." 


Henkka frowned. "But | assume you love Elias." 
‘Oh yes, | love him more than any words can say. | would be lost without him." 


"Have you ever actually told him that? Said ‘| love you' to him?" 


Tony blinked. "Maybe not in those exact words but..." 


Henkka got up from the circle to stand over Tony. "Then maybe you should say those exact words to Elias. It 
sounds to me that you're holding back a little if you still have feelings for Jani.’ 


Tony watched Henkka walk out and sighed. 
RRR 
Elias walked into the dining area and frowned. 


Tables were filled with people but theirs was empty. Tony was usually there waiting for him when the day of 


work was finished. 
Elias moved to where Eino was sitting and asked, "Have you seen Tony yet?" 


Eino glanced up from his meal. "No, the last time | saw him was this morning at breakfast. Is he not in his 


room?" 

"| don't know, usually he's here before me." 

Paavo chimed in. "Well, Henkka went missing after lunch so maybe he's with the chief?" 

Elias nodded over to where Innera's family was. "No, Henkka is over next to Marko. I'll go find him." 

Eino touched Elias' arm. "Let me know if you need us to search around as well." 

Elias smiled at him and exited the dining area The frown appeared once more when he stepping outside. 
PII 

Tony was sitting in his spot in the room when Elias found him. 

Elias knelt beside the circle, reaching across it to touch Tony's arm. "Tony?" 

Tony glanced up, tears falling down his face. 


Elias got up to pull Tony out of his spot and over to where Elias' had been kneeling. "What's wrong? Did 
something happen?" 


Tony lowered his head again, tears raining down on the dirt floor. 


Elias held Tony close, petting the top of his head. "Henkka went missing after lunch. Did he come here?" 


Tony nodded with the slightest twitch. 

"And | assume you performed a cleanse?" 

Another small nod 

"He talked about Jani, didn't he?” 

Tony nodded again 

"| dort think | need to remind you of this, but he was part of your past and needs to be let go. 

"| know, and | thought | had but.every time his name pops up it's like Im back there again I'm sorry.” 


Elias kissed the top of Tony's head. "There's no need to apologize to me. | know it's not an easy process but my 
job is to remind you that it was fate. Had you two become lovers, we would have never met" 


Tony pulled back a little to look into Elias’ eyes. 

Elias smiled at him, rubbing off the tears still falling down his face. 

‘I'm sorry for always bringing this up. It would be the same if | mentioned Johan's name constantly for you." 
Elias grimaced. 

"Exactly. | guess we're just still connected to the men that were our first. Though | never got to be with mine 
but it didn't stop me from dreaming about it. | wish there was a way to get rid of them without having to 
resort to cleansing ourselves." 

| wonder if there is? | can't imagine the gods have never had this happen to a mated pair.” 

"I can ask them. | don't think the former chief ran into this with his mate or I'd ask him." 

Elias stared at the white circle on the ground. 

Tony's eyebrow rose. "What?" 

"For a moment there, | thought it glowed green." 


Tony turned in Elias' arms to look at circle. "| don't see any.." He stopped short to gape. 


"You see it too?" 


Tony reached out to touch over the circle and blinked. "What is..what is this energy that's flowing out?" 
Elias touched over the circle near Tony's hand. "I feel it too, like a wind blowing." 
It was then that their hands locked together. 


EEKE KE KK Æ 


Tony tried to open his mouth to say something but nothing came out. The room moved around them as if 
they were on a shuttle going out of control. He had no idea what was happening. 


Elias looked around in confusion and called out to Tony, "What's going on?" 
Tony's body shook, words boring into his brain and urging to be spoken 
"Tony? Are you ok?" 


Tony's eyes closed, trying to get to grips with what was happening to his body. The words in his brain pushed 
at him but none of them made any sense. 


Elias reached out with his other hand to touch Tony but was pushed back. 


Tony's eyes opened and he started speaking the strange words, "Gods of old, | urge you to unite the one as 
they should be. Memories of the dead haunt them, destroying the bond. Eradicate them." 


"Tony? Who is putting those words in your mouth? That's not you speaking." 

Tony winced, trying to push whoever or whatever was taking control of his body but it was too strong for 
him. He continued to speak strange phrases, "Power is strong enough, will is even stronger. Reunite the bond 
and strengthen. The destroyers will be destroyed." 


Elias watched down in horror as their ringed fingers started to glow red. "What..what is going on?" 


Tony's eyes slipped shut, his body wiggling around out of control. Memories and feelings started to pull out of 
his body, and he could do nothing to stop it. 


Elias was about to call out to Tony again when his own eyes closed shut. Memories and feelings pulled from 


him, even though he tried to fight it every step of the way. 
"Enough!" 


Both opened their eyes, their bodies were flung back away from the circle as if pushed by an invisible source. 


Elias groaned, the wind slowly coming back into his lungs. "What..what just happened?" 
"If | wasn't already dead, | would knock your two heads together.” 


Tony blinked at the voice, gaping at the tall man holding a spear that stood before them. "Who..wait aren't you 
the god on the far right who never speaks?" 


"I am and you two almost called forth the old gods. Never put your rings over that circle. They are bound by 


an ancient energy that will react with the circle because it too is ancient." 


Elias sat up and pulled Tony up next to him. "But | reach over that circle to touch Tony's hand all of the time. 


How come this hasn't happened before?" 
"Because you don't leave your ring over the circle, your arm is over it." 
Tony frowned. "But | touch tribe members’ heads for the cleansing with my ring hand" 


"Yes, but you're also in control of it by sitting at the chief's seat. When you're on the other side, it controls 
you." 


Tony flushed. "I'm sorry, | didn't know. The former chief never told me this." 
"l expected as much. It's rare that both of you would be on the opposite side together." 
Elias bit his lip. "What would have happened if you hadn't arrived?" 


"The old gods would have wiped both of your minds of anything before you arrived on this planet. Your former 


life would be gone and you would only know of this one." 
Tony blinked. "All of it? How is that possible?" 


"A thousand years ago this planet was ruled by the old gods. They would lure people here, wipe out their old 


memories and give them new ones." 
Elias stared at him. "New memories? Like memories of this place?" 


"Sort of. Mostly memories on how to do things within the community. A chief would get completely different 


skills than a hunter and so on" 
Tony nodded. "Ok, but how did it get from that to what we have now?" 


"We overthrew the old gods. The central god that speaks to you was our chief at the time and he didn't 


believe that we should wipe every memory of our past. That if we cleansed only certain areas, new tribe 


members would still be happy.” 
Elias shook his head. "How do you overthrow gods? Wouldn't you get killed right away?" 


"No, as we were sneaky about it. | built the spot for the chief to be able to control the power from the 
cleansing circle. Once it was in place we tested it out with a new tribe member. The gods had been after us to 
cleanse him but we delayed it until it was done. One touch to the head by the chief, and he controlled the 


destiny of the new tribe member. The old gods couldn't wash away the person's past without reason anymore." 
Tony frowned. "I still don't understand how you weren't punished for your actions. Instead, you became gods." 


"The new tribe members that were cleansed by our chief held him in league with the gods. Once they started 
to believe, the old gods lost their power over us. When we died, we were automatically made gods because we 


were the only ones who could control the old gods successfully." 
Tony bit his lip. “Then that line of gods is actually just those close to the chief at the time?" 


"Correct. The chief is in the middle, his mate to his direct left, the far left is the god of hunting, the chief's 


second in command on his direct right, and I'm on the far right." 
Elias cocked his head to the side. "But what was your job? Besides making the chief's spot.” 


Im the god of engineering. | gave my knowledge to those who started the expansion project. In fact, Elias you 
use my same concepts to this day. Not to mention using the same hunting skills the god of hunting gave you 
as a young lad." 


Elias flushed under Tony's amused glance. "| never knew he was a god at first until | described him to the 


former chief" 


"Then certain gods do visit specific tribe members? | only get to hear the chief and the god of hunting most 


times." 


The god nodded at Tony. "Yes, as has been for many years. Antony was talked to by the chief, his mate, and 
the god of hunting when he called us to ask about Innera. It differs depending on the question. The chief's 


second in command and | rarely have anything to say to most people." 
"Until they put their gold rings over the circle?" 
The god gave Tony a pained look. "As the one who made it, | might as well be the one to warn you about it. 


And please, do as | say. The old gods must not be allowed to wipe away all memories like before. Our lives have 


been richer without it" 


"Your lives?" 
The god laughed. "OF course, if everything went according to plan always it gets boring. Humans are made to 
question their existence and doubt their actions. Instead of getting a society of brainwashed slaves, we get a 


society of unique individuals." 


Tony stared down at his hands. "But now we're left with what we started with. Elias still having feelings for 


Johan and l'm still having them for Jari.” 
"Then maybe you need to ask yourselves what love is." 
"| don't understand." 


‘Love is forever, but who you give it to is the important part. You both vowed to love each other forever 


when you were mated. Why should your past change anything?" 
Elias looked over at Tony. "I love him." 
The god smiled. "Then why don't you actually say it to Tony instead of declaring to me?" 


Elias reached out to cup Tony's face. "I love you. What | had with Johan started my journey but you are my 
present and future." 


Tony's eyes filled with tears. He touched Elias' chest over his heart. "l.l love you. | know you can feel it but 
Henkka told me that sometimes the best way is To say it. And | don't think I've said the exact words to you 
before this.” 


The god rubbed his bearded chin. "This Henkka fellow seems like a wise person Maybe he can finally bring some 
happiness to the troubled one." 


Tony turned to stare at the god. 


‘Oops, | guess | wasn't supposed to tell you that" The god's eyes twinkled with mischief. "Just pretend | said 
nothing." 


Tony smiled and laid his head on Elias’ shoulder. He whispered to the god, "Thank you." 
The god grinned and disappeared just as Elias leaned down to kiss Tony's lips. 


FEKE EE KK 


Henkka laughed at the pained look on Antony's face when Innera told him to stop worrying. 


Marko's eyebrow rose. "You're in a good mood tonight" 
Henkka blinked and then smiled at Marko. "| guess | am. Things just seem so clear now, unlike before." 
"Is that why you disappeared after lunch? | thought maybe | said something wrong." 


"No, it was nothing you did. | just had to talk to Tony about some things. He did that cleansing thing on me and 
| got to say my peace to Jari.” 


Marko frowned but said nothing. 


"Trust me, there's nothing to be jealous about. He's dead and l'm alive so | might as well live my life to the 


fullest." 


Marko flushed. "It's not that, but | did something similar with my dead wife. | wasn't there when she died and | 
never really got the chance to say goodbye." 


"Then why do | get the feeling that you are still haunted by it?" 


Marko stared down at his dinner and mumbled, "Maybe because | am. | left her to die and ran off like a 


coward." 
"Then why haven't you sought Tony out? That's what he's there for or so he loves to remind me." 


"It wouldn't do any good. | already did it once and nothing really changed other than | found out that my son 


hated me. He doesn't seem to now but the guilt of leaving my wife is still there." 


"You're no better than Jani was. He would get defeated way too easily over things." He looked Marko in the 


eyes. "She's dead, Marko. The sooner you realize that, you can move on and be happy again." 


Marko got to his feet, shaking with anger. "I know she's dead! Maybe | don't like the idea that | fucking caused 
itt 


Henkka blinked and watched Marko storm out of the dining area He glanced over at Tony, who was burying his 
face into his hands. 


FEKE KE KK 


Marko hurried down the halls to his room. He didn't want to talk to anyone and thankfully most everyone was 


at dinner. 


He got to his room and stopped short at the doorway. "Who are you?" 


A man with long brown hair patted Marko's bed. "Sit down, Marko. We have some things to discuss." 


Marko sat down on his bed and it was then that he realized his visitor was a ghost. He gaped at the fact that 
he could see right through the man, but he appeared real when he was standing at the doorway. "What..." 


"Yes, im dead but you are not yet. There is nothing to be afraid of, bm only here to help you: 
Marko stared at the ground. "There's nothing to help. It's something | need to live with’ 
"Why?" 

Marko glanced up at the man "Why? Because | caused her death" 


"No, you didn't. She died of a virus, nothing more. There was nothing either the doctors or you could have 


done." 

Marko got up from his bed. "You don't understand. | wasn't there for her when she needed me." 

"True, but it didn't cause her death. She was sad you weren't there, but despite what you're convinced of she 
didn't hate you for it. Your duty was to the military and getting time off wouldn't have been easy. She knew 
this, Marko." 


Marko shook his head and sat back down on the bed. "You can't know that." 


The man laughed. "As it happens, | do know. | wouldn't be a god if | didn't know everything that was to come to 
pass. Her death was a catalyst that brought both you and your son to us." 


"You're a god? But.l'm not asleep." 


"You don't have to be asleep if we deem it necessary to appear. Despite the cleansing you had with your son 


and what others have tried to tell you, you persist in ignoring all of it" 
Marko flushed but said nothing. 


"And | thought Tony had been hardheaded, but you're ten times worse than he was. For once in your life, start 


listening to those who have your future in their best interest. We can't have you continue like this." 
Marko shook his head and mumbled, "| don't know what to do." 


"That | can help with. Ever since your wife died, you've purposely cut yourself off from others. If you don't 
get close to them, you won't get hurt. It's a good theory but you miss out on those who truly do care for 


you." 


| never wanted anyone other than my wife." 
"What about Henkka?" 
Marko swallowed hard. "I don't know what you're talking about" 


"lm a god, Marko, | see everything. You look at him with more than just the fondness of a friend. | know deep 


down inside you love him, whether you want to admit it or not" 

Marko stared at his hands. "I don't know what | feel for Henkka. It doesn't make any sense because I've never 
been that attracted to men. Not that there's anything wrong with that but still. Even if | was, | would be 
clueless on how to proceed." 

"Henkka can teach you that, he has lots of practice from what we've seen in the past" 

Marko looked up. "You've been watching all of us?" 

‘Obviously, we're gods. It's our job to watch out for those who will join the tribe. Though we know what is to 
happen, we do not bend the rules to our wills. We have to let fate play out just as you do, but we still keep 
tabs on you anyway." 

Marko winced. "So you've been watching me fight with my kid for years, haven't you?" 

"Sadly, yes. Both of you were frustrated with your fates. Trust me, it's nothing we haven't seen before or 
dealt with. We were hoping you would get together with Henkka and everything would run smoothly, but that 
doesn't seem to be the case if l'm here with you." 

‘lm sorry for being so difficult. | just. miss my wife. She was the only person | really loved and | blew it." 
Its a funny thing about love, it can change over time. Sometimes the bond between two people becomes 
stronger and sometimes it fades. | was lucky in the fact that | died with my mate at the same time. Others 
are not so lucky, having to watch those they love die before them." 

"I've had to do that a lot. My mother, my father, and my wife. I'm still scared that I'll lose my son someday." 
"That | can assure you will not happen. At the very least he won't die before you do if that's what you're 
worried about. He has been chosen to do great things later as will you Marko. It may not be the same things 


as your son, but you will have a hand in raising your grandson" 


Marko smiled a little. "| can't believe l'm going to be a grandfather. It's terrifying as before the birth of my 


own son, but somehow it seems much happier this time around." 


"As it should, but know this: you will not be alone. Unlike after your wife died with your own son, you will have 


Innera's family and a mate." 
Marko blinked at the god. "A mate?" 


"Yes, even though it should be Tony to tell you this, you are fated to be with Henkka That's why its so 


important that whatever you have inside telling you no be resolved" 


"| don't know what to say to him. How am | supposed to spend the rest of my life with someone that | can 
barely talk to about this kind of thing?" 


"You're about to find out." 


Marko frowned and then turned at the sound of his name being called. He gaped at Henkka standing at his 


doorway. 
Henkka looked around Marko's room. "Who are you talking to?" 


Marko searched around his room for the god but he was gone. Instead, he looked at the ground. "A god 
apparently, | never got his name." 


Henkka's eyebrow rose. "A god? Seriously? | thought they only talked to Tony” 

"And people who are terrified of their fate that they do stupid things like holding onto the past" 
Henkka shuffled into the room and sat beside Marko on the bed. "You're not making any sense" 
Marko took a deep breath, looking into Herkka's eyes. ‘I'm torn” 

"Torn? | don't understand" 


Marko reached out to touch the side of Henkka's face. "Torn between my past and present. On one hand | have 
my dead wife and on the other. have you." 


"Me?" 
Marko stroked Henkka's face with his fingers. "You. And now | have to make a choice." 
"A choice? Between me and your dead wife?" 

Marko nodded, leaning in closer to Henkka. "This choice will change my whole life." 


Henkka looked away and mumbled, "You don't have to choose me if don't want to." 


Marko cupped Henkka's face, forcing him to look at him. "It's not my decision to make." 
"But | thought you said..." 


Henkka didn't get to finish his sentence as Marko's lips were on his. He kissed back, sure that it was the right 
thing to do. 


Marko just sighed into the kiss and finally let fate happen 


KEKEKE 


Chapter 14 


Fall progressed into winter without any more interruptions. The tribe moved on with life as it had for hundreds 
of years. Vegetables were stocked up for winter when the planet cooled down as it turned away from their 
sun. Not enough for snow but enough for the sun to not blister the skin as fast. 


Innera grew larger with each passing month and Antony was racing around like his head had been cut off. She 


laughed at his confusion and continued to experience kicking by way of their son 

Tony appeared at one of their checkups again. He went over to Innera and leaned down to touch over her belly 
as he had many times before. A smile crossed his lips. "He's moving around quite nicely and should be in place 
in time for the delivery.” 


Antony gave Tony a pained look. "This week?" 


Tony laughed, shaking his long curly hair. "No, we have another month to go. He is due in the middle of 
January.” 


Antony stared down at Innera's belly. "| wish it would happen sooner. All this waiting is making me crazier with 


worry." 


| hadn't noticed. What with how anxious you are at work, or so Elias tells me. Trust me Antony, you will know 


as soon as | do. | need to be present when it happens anyway." 
Antony frowned. "Why?" 


"Because | need to show him to the gods. Every tribe member that is born does this. Though this time Elias 


will also be present" 
The doctor cocked his head to the side. "Why does Elias need to be there? Usually it's just you." 


Tony smiled at the doctor. “That I'm not allowed to say, but know that it is important enough for him to be 


there as well. Eventually you will know why, but not now.’ 
The doctor's eyes grew wide but he said nothing further. 
Tony grinned and turned to Antony. "Im sorry | don't have much advice for the waiting other than busying 
yourself with work. Innera has been making clothes to pass the time so maybe you can make something for 


the baby too?" 


"But | don't know how to sew." 


Tony laughed. "I think he's going to have plenty of clothes, | was thinking of toys. Maybe something out of 


wood? Or stone even?" 

‘I've never really been good with my hands." 

"Then may | suggest you seek out our craftsman Erich. He can show you ways to make stuff without his help. 
Think about it, as a gift from a parent shows the gods you care about him. It doesn't have to be elaborate, 


just done with love." 


KEKE EE OK KE 


Antony took the afternoon off to find Erich. He had no idea what he was going to make for his son. He'd never 
been that great with his hands, preferring to read instead. 


When Antony found Erich, he was busy fashioning a pot from wet clay. His thumb and pointer fingers 
tightened around the top to make it thinner while the rest of his fingers made small lines on the edge of the 
pot. 


Erich smiled and spoke, "What do you seek, Antony? Something for Innera?" 


Antony flushed, unsure if Erich knew he was there or not. "No, something for my son. The chief said the 
parents should give something to the baby when it's born. Innera is making clothes but | don't have anything.’ 


"Hmmm, are you good with your hands?" 

Antony shook his head. "Not really, no." 

"Can you write? Maybe create a small book for him when he gets older." 

"lve written a few poems but | don't know if | could write a whole book." 

Erich chuckled, finishing off his pot with a few more lines on the sides. He switched off the throwing wheel and 
turned to Antony. "You never know until you try." He nodded off to the side. "| have some parchment and pens 
that you can use to think up your story. It doesn't have to be fancy, just whatever comes to mind. Maybe a 
story of how you met Innera for him to read when he's older?" 


Antony shrugged. "I guess. I'll have to think about it." 


Erich picked up the pot and sat it in a stone area with a shaft of sunlight coming through it. He slid the rolling 
stone in front of it. 


"What are you doing?" 


‘lm curing the clay. That shaft of light is coming from outside which is hot most times. It's enough to tighten 
the clay and make it useful for holding flowers.” 


"Who has flowers in here?" 
Erich chuckled. "The chief does and | believe Innera has some on your room table." 
"Oh, | never noticed." 


Erich smiled and took up some more wet clay to put on the throwing wheel. "Then maybe you should look 


around once and a while. It will help with your book" 

KERE EER EE 

Innera sat at dinner and tried to look over Antony's shoulder. "What are you writing?" 
Antony pushed the papers under the table. "Um, nothing." 

"It doesn't look like nothing. Is that for our son?" 

Antony went back to eating his dinner. 

Innera touched Antony's arm. "Do | get to read it when you're finished?" 

Antony flushed. "If | finish it, then yes." 

Marko looked over across the table. "Do | get to read it too?" 

"| guess, though it's not really for you." 

Marko shrugged. "That doesn't matter. I'm just curious at what you're writing.’ 

| don't know if I'll ever finish it. Its only words and l'm no good at drawing pictures." 


Marko grinned and motioned to the center of the room. "Give it to Tony. He was always doodling in notebooks 


while in the military. I'm sure he could come up with something for it if you tell him what you want." 
I'm supposed to do it myself.” 


Innera chuckled. "Well, if thats the case then my clothes won't do for him. My mother has been helping me 
find patterns to use." 


Henkka piped in “It can't hurt to ask Tony. The worst that could happen is he says no." 


FERE EE RE EE 

Tony and Elias were about to leave the dining area when Antony stood in their way. 
Elias' eyebrow rose. "Haven't we been in this exact position before?" 

Tony laughed and glanced down at the parchment Antony was holding. "And what's that?" 


Antony shuffled in place, kicking up dirt around them. "Um.it's my present for my son. But | don't know how to 
draw and my father said you did so..." 


Tony smiled and took the parchment from Antony's hand. He looked through the pages and murmured to 
himself. 


‘It's not very good, is it?" 


Tony finished off the final parchment and glanced up at Antony. "No, its perfect. You've taken your experiences 
and put them in book form for your son. He'll love this and so will the gods." 


"He will?" 


"Yes, and so will your father. | like what you've done to explain things to him. Let me take this tonight and see 
if | can come up with things to put on the sides." 


Antony reached into his pants pocket, pulling out the pens Erich had given him. "Erich said | could use these on 
it" 


"I was just going to use chalk or clay from the stones but this works too." 

"You have other things to draw with?" 

Elias laughed at Antony's confused expression. "You've never seen our room. It's covered with all sorts of 
drawings that Tony thinks up. It started right after we were joined and he keeps adding more to it when he 
has time." 


"My dad was right then. He said you were drawing a lot in notebooks." 


‘| wish | still had those notebooks. | created a whole bunch of characters for this mini cartoon | was drawing 


but they were lost when | died," said Tony. 


"Your father might have received them after your death. The Stratovarius wasn't destroyed until years later." 


It was destroyed?" 

Antony flushed. "| thought you knew from Marko or Henkka. Jani's command codes were used to destroy it 
when they started searching for Jani. It seems that Captain Kotipelto was close to finding him and Kokkola 
decided to trigger the self-destruct." 


Tony staggered a little, held up by Elias. "l.l always wondered what happened to the captain but him getting 
destroyed like that was not a thought | had. Did Jani do it?" 


"No, they used the codes behind his back. According to Henkka, he was distraught when he found out what 
they had done. The Kokkola higher-ups had Jani killed during a harmless surveying mission" 


"And thats how he was found on a Kokkola planet among the dead. No wonder Henkka didn't trust anyone at 
first" 


Antony started to move away. "Anyway, | should get back to Innera. She'll be wondering where | am." He pointed 
to the parchment in Tony's hand. "There's no rush on the drawings. As you said, Innera's not due for another 
month." 

They watched Antony walk away before Elias turned to Tony. "Are you are alright?" 

Tony shook his head. "Poor captain, I'm sorry." 


KEKE IK EK KE 


Elias looked over their bed to watch Tony on the floor drawing things for Antony's story. He watched Tony 


turn random line sketches into a small boy and various things around him. 

Tony grinned and kept drawing. "Are you watching me?" 

"L am and it's getting late. Maybe you should continue that tomorrow?" 

Tony shrugged, drawing another toy beside the small boy. "lim not tired" 

Elias leaned back on the bed to stare at the ceiling. "Neither am |, but that's not why | was asking," 


Tony chuckled and grabbed another colored pen. "We can do that when I'm finished. | don't have that much to 


create for this. Its not like Antony wrote a novel or anything. Just a simple kids' book." 
Elias turned to lie on his side to look down again. "How do you know what their son will look like?" 


Tony shrugged, his eyes never leaving the page. "Antony looks like Marko so | assumed the Paasikoski gene will 


carry onto his son. Though I'm trying to make him more of a generic child in the pictures. Enough for the son 


to recognize and relate to but not a duplicate of him." 
"The gods haven't told you?" 


Tony scoffed. "The gods rarely tell me much to be honest. Half the time | have to figure out what they're 
trying to tell me. The only thing | do know about Antony's son is he's special and important to the tribe." 


"Isn't every child important to the tribe?" 

Tony colored in the large smiling sun in the corner of the page. "Well yes, but this one is different" 
"Different how?" 

Tony grabbed another pen 

"Tony? Did you hear me?" 


Tony glanced up. "I heard you, but | can't tell you that yet. Not until his birth, to which we both need to be 


present at." 
"I need to be there? Usually I'm only at the blessing part a month later." 


“Again, there is a reason for it but | can't tell you now. You don't have to do anything special, just be there to 


witness it." 
Elias crinkled his nose. "Just as long as | don't have to change his diapers." 


Tony laughed, turning to the next page. "No, that will be Antony's job. Speaking of jobs, he'll need to be let out 
of his duties for the first couple of months after the birth." 


"| know and | have a few other men lined up to take his place if | need it. So far, there hasn't been much of a 


need to expand. Especially since we're so close to the outside on the east side." 
"What about to the north?" 


Elias laid back on the bed. "No, that's where the hunting caves are. | don't want to risk a prkrara getting loose 


on our tribe. It would be a massacre." 


Tony winced. "Yes, let's not do that. And the west is already carved out with the bathing rooms, dining area, 
and living spaces. What about the south?" 


"No, that's also too close to the outside. It's more rooms and storage." 


Tony drew two parents holding their kid's hand. "Then maybe we've expanded as far as we can go." 
Elias frowned at the ceiling. "Then what will | do all day long?" 

Tony chuckled, grinning at the page. 

Elias rolled his eyes. "I dont think the tribe would like us doing that all day long.” 


"They might not, but | wouldn't mind it. We rarely get to spend much time with each other, even before | was 


chosen as chief." 
Elias looked down at Tony. "And that troubles you?" 


Tony sighed and glanced up. "Sometimes it does, but not enough to complain about it. | know you have things 
that you need to do so | just went along with it” 


"But you would rather spend more time with me?" 


A smile crossed Tony's red lips. "Yes, | would. | miss waking up in your arms. Sometimes it happens but most 


times you're already gone when | wake up." 


Elias got off the bed to sit down beside Tony on the floor. "Then why haven't you said anything about this 
before? | don't want you unhappy with me." 


Tony leaned against Elias' side. "Because it wasn't that important, and really it's just selfish on my part. Yes, 
you're my mate, but that doesn't mean you have to be at my whims every moment.” 


Elias wrapped his arms around Tony's body. "Still, | don't like that you're unhappy with me at times." 
Tony turned his head and kissed Elias’ lips. "It doesn't last long if that's what you're worried about. It's not 


eating me up inside or making me hate you. You have duties within the tribe that you're expected to do, just 


as | do. Attention to my desires are secondary in this case." 

"Not to me." 

Tony chuckled, turning back to the parchment. "Well, you're a bit biased, but | do appreciate it" 

Elias leaned over Tony, kissing down his back at each bump of his spine and fingers stroking down the sides. 


Tony groaned, trying to focus on the drawing and ignoring the lust running through his veins. "You're not 


making this easy for me." 


Elias grinned and continued to kiss Tony's back. 


Tony rolled his eyes, finishing off the tree he was drawing and sat up to look at Elias. "You're incorrigible." 


Elias laughed and pulled Tony on his lap, hugging Tony's body from the back and kissing his neck. "I can't help it, 
you're too beautiful.” 


Tony flushed. "Stop that." 
‘Its not my fault, | just want to touch you." 


Tony sighed, shaking his head. "I want to touch you too, but | also want to finish this book. It means a lot to 
Antony and to the gods." 


Elias groaned and let Tony go. 

"Don't worry, I'll be done in a few minutes. And then you can have your way with me." 
"Promise?" 

Tony turned and leered at Elias. "Definitely." 

KEKEKE 

Antony laid down next to Innera, his head on her stomach listening to his son move around. 
Innera stroked his hair. "See? It sounds like he's swimming in there." 

Antony chuckled and kissed Innera's belly. "He's always so lively at night" 


"Well, it's not like he can tell the time in there. Which is why | don't sleep much when he wants to kick and 


move around 
Antony snuggled against Innera's body, holding her tight. "Hs almost time for him to arrive" 

"And you're still scared?" 

Antony sighed. "I dont want him to experience what | did as a kid" 

Innera touched the side of Antony's face. "He won't because he will be born here and loved by everyone. Even 
if one of us were to die, he would still have others to take over like the chief or Elias. He will not be alone like 


you were.” 


"That's true, and my father has said he wants to be there for him as well." 


"As he should, being his grandfather. He won't leave you again, Antony. The gods have brought you together 
for this purpose." 


Antony's eyebrow rose. "You sound like Victor.” 
"The old chief? Has he been speaking to you?" 


"Not recently but he does appear in my dreams sometimes to reassure me. It's odd for me to be so watched 
and looked after all of a sudden" 


Innera smiled. "That's because they care for you, just as the rest of the tribe." 
"But the rest of the tribe doesn't get visits from former chiefs or even gods. Why me specifically?" 


Innera stroked the top of Antony's head. "The gods have a reason for everything so maybe something special 


will happen to you in the future? They're just looking on to make sure you are fine." 


FEKE EE KK 


The next morning Tony approached Antony and Innera's table with a smile. He handed over the parchment to 


Antony. ‘lm finished. Let me know if you're not happy with it and | can try something else" 

Antony flipped through the pages, tears gathering in his eyes. 

"| hope it's not bad enough to make you cry? | tried to match what you were conveying in the words” 
Antony finished the last page, swallowing hard and looking up at the chief. "No, it's.i's beautiful. Thank you. 
Tony's cheeks turned red. 

Marko chuckled. "I never thought I'd see Tony blush” 

Tony rolled his eyes. "And what do you have for your grandson?" 

"Im supposed to have something?" 

"Yes, as a family member you need to bring something when he's born" 

Marko flushed. "Well, | dont have anything” 


Tony laughed. "Then maybe you should seek out Erich as your son did” 


Marko watched Tony leave for his own table and frowned. 


KRKE EEK Æ 


Erich was tapping out a piece of hot metal when Marko shuffled into his room. He kept tapping and smiled. 
"What can | do for you, Marko?" 


"How did you know my name?" 


Erich laughed, turning over the piece of metal to tap on the other side. "I've seen you at meals and your son 


Antony looks very much like you." 


Marko looked around the room filled with pottery and weapons. "He looks more like my wife actually, well other 
than the eyes." 


"I beg to differ. The structure of his face is very much like yours. The only difference is he stays clean 
shaven while you tend to have a light beard. It softens your face more and makes you appear different from 
your son's." 


Marko turned to stare at Erich. "How can you know so much about my face?" 


"As | said I've seen you at meals. You have a very striking face, it's hard to ignore. That and | like to draw in 


my off time which means | like to analyze my subjects." 

Marko gaped. "Your subjects?" 

Erich put the hot metal into the water, causing it to make a loud sizzling noise. "Yes, for now at least. Even 
though the family are obligated to bring presents when the child is born, | decided to make something for him 
too. Its not fancy but | believe Antony and Innera will like it. And you as well.” 

"A painting?" 

Erich shook his head. "Not quite, as there was no paint involved. You will see it when your grandson is born" 


Marko glanced around the room again. "Do you have any wood?" 


"Not usually as its not like we can grow trees in caves, but we have done scavenging missions outside when 
the trees fall from the winds in the winter. How much do you need?" 


Marko spread his hands out a little. "This much." 


Erich moved away from the fire and rummaged in a small pile of wood. "How thick do you want it to be? | 


have these two pieces that are about that size." 


Marko looked at the wood pieces in Erich's hands. He pointed to the one on the right. "That one should do it. 


Um, do you have knives or something to carve it with?" 
Erich's eyebrow rose. "You intend to carve something out of this wood for your grandson? A toy perhaps?" 


"Something like that, yeah. | remember doing it for Antony when he was born but its been lost now. | wanted 


to give his son something similar." 


Erich went for his chest of drawers off to the side. "If that's the case, then I'll lend you my set of wood 


carving tools. tm not doing anything with them at the moment so take as long as you need 

Marko smiled. "Thanks, it shouldn't take that long. Im out of practice but its a simple design anyway.” 
KEEKEKE 

Henkka spotted Marko walking toward his room and called out. "Hey Make!" 

Marko darted into his room without a word. 


Henkka's eyebrow and he shuffled down the hallway to Marko's room. He stood outside and peered inside. 
"Make?" 


Marko turned around. "Yes?" 

Henkka moved inside, glancing at the bed behind Marko before speaking. "Making something?" 
"Yes, for Antony's child. Its just something simple." 

| wonder if | have to bring something. If | do, then | have no idea what to make." 

"You can make stuff?" 


Henkka sat beside the piece of wood on Marko's bed. "Yeah, toys and stuff for my sister's kids. | wasn't very 
good at it but when they were babies they didn't care that the stuffed bear looked more like a dog.” 


Marko chuckled, moving the wood and sitting next to Henkka. "Babies are more focused on feeling stuff for the 


first time. Anything new is a different experience.’ 
Henkka stared at Marko. "How do you know that?" 


Marko stared down at the ground. "It was in a book my wife made me read before Antony was born" 


"About babies?" 


"About parenting and how to be a good one. | should have probably read it more intently than | did, but | do 


remember that part! 

"Well then, | guess I'm making a stuffed animal for him. Any specific animal 

Marko shrugged. "Not really. Probably not one of those creatures that you used to hunt. Too scary for him" 
Henkka thought for a moment. "Well, | could make them cuter. Like red fluffy fur and blue eyes. 

‘Like a wolf?" 

"| guess so. Though why did you think of a wolf?" 

Marko flushed. "No reason’ 


Henkka looked over at the wood which was a mix of gray and white splotches. He glanced back at Marko. 
"You're going to make him a wolf, aren't you?" 


"IFs like a guardian animal for our family. Each generation received one when they were born. I'd completely 


forgotten about it until Tony said | needed to bring something for the birth’ 
"Does it have to be gray and white?" 

Marko turned to look at Henkka. “Well, no. Why do you ask?" 

Henkka stood up and smiled. "No reason" 

Marko watched Henkka leave, shrugging and starting to work with the wood 


KRE IE EK KE 


Chapter I5 


The month went quicker than any of them expected. 
Antony slept next to Innera in their bed when she shook his arm. He groaned and tried to move away. 
"This is important, Antony.” 


Antony's eyes blinked awake, noticing how serious Innera's voice sounded even in his sleepy haze. "What? Is 


something wrong?" 

Innera looked down, the bed noticeably wetter on her side. "I think it's time." 
"Time for what?" 

Innera smiled at his confused look. "Time for our son to be born" 
OK 


Tony was half lying on Elias' body in his dream forest when the trees disappeared and were replaced with a 
row of men. He scrambled to his feet and said, "Whats wrong?" 


The middle one, who Tony now knew was a former chief, smiled and said, "It is time, Tony." 
Tony stared at him. "Time for what?" 
"Time for the future chief to be born. | suggest you wake up now." 


Tony opened his mouth to respond, but was pulled out of his dream by Elias. He blinked his sleepy eyes at 
Elias‘ face hovering over his own "What?" 


Elias smiled and motioned to the doorway at Eino "Looks like Antony's son is making an early morning entrance." 
Tony sat up in bed, glancing over at Eino. "How close is she?" 


Eino walked inside their room. "She just got to his room. The doctor said it might be another hour or so before 


the actual birth happens." 
Tony got out of bed. "Good, then it gives me time to wash up and gather his gift from the gods." 


Eino nodded and walked out. 


Elias turned to Tony, smiling at his hair sticking straight up. "Need any help?" 


Tony grinned and stood in front of Elias. "Well, you need to wash up too. Have you already forgotten that you 
need to be there too?" 


"| know, | was just wondering if you need help in any way" 
Tony leered at the devious grin on Elias’ face. "What do you have in mind?" 

JERR RE 

Marko sat straight up in bed, gasping for a breath. His dream had been pretty boring until a whole row of men 
appeared with spears. They told him of his grandson being born and that he needed to be there. The middle one 


grinned and then he woke up. 


A commotion was sounding in Henkka's room and Marko dashed across the hall to his room without bothering 


to get dressed. He stepped inside and noticed Eino trying to shake Henkka awake. 
Henkka for his part kept snoring harder. 


Eino blinked and then turned to face Marko. "Help me get him awake. Your grandson is about to make his 


entrance." 

Marko walked around Eino, leaning down near Henkka's face. 

Eino's eyebrow rose when Henkka's eyes opened in confusion and then slipped closed when he figured out what 
was going on. He rolled his eyes and called out, "When you two are finished, you're needed in the doctor's room. 
It's time for the birth." 

Marko broke the kiss and flushed. He got back up to stare down at Henkka. 

Henkka sat up in bed, grabbing for Marko and pulling him down for another kiss. 

They continued like that until Eino came back and dragged them to the doctor's room. 
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Marko blinked when he walked inside the room. He turned back to Eino and frowned. "But this isn't the doctor's 


normal room?" 


Tony smiled at Marko. "No, this is the birthing room." He stopped to nod at the door on the other side of the 


room. "And that is where | will be doing my ceremony when he's born" 


The doctor glanced up. "Do you need him after he's born or after they've had their time with him?" 
"Immediately after he's been born. Your assistants can bathe him, but that's it 
Innera's mother frowned at Tony. "We don't get to see him first? With Innera we did." 


Tony turned to Innera's mother. "That is correct. It's not my decision to make as the gods have requested me 
to do so. It won't take but a few minutes." 


Antony spoke up, "So this is a blessing?" 


“Something like that, but | will still bathe him in the sacred spring when he's a month old as | do with all babies 


born here." 

Henkka blinked. "So then this kid is special to the gods since they want to see him first 
"Yes he is, but as it why won't be revealed for a while." 

Antony frowned. "How long?" 


Tony chuckled, shaking his head. "You know | can't tell you that just yet. It will color your actions to him and | 


want him to be raised as if nothing was different." 
"But the whole tribe will know of his birth. Its not like it will be a secret." 


"They will, but none of you will tell anyone that | did anything differently. I'm always present for every birth 
and the rest of you are family.” 


Elias cleared his throat. "That is except for me. l'm not usually present at births but you requested me to do 


so. 
"And lIl explain why later when we are alone." 
Innera chose that moment to cry out. 


FEKE KE KK 


The doctor urged Innera to push while Antony held her hand tightly. Her mother held her other hand, 


encouraging her to focus on her breathing and not what the doctor was doing. 
Elias whispered to Tony, "Is it always this agonizing for the mothers?" 


Tony whispered back, "It is, and sometimes the babies like to be difficult. The gods are watching over her so 


nothing bad will happen" 

The doctor glanced up at Innera "One big push should do it" 

Innera gripped Antony's hand and pushed with every fiber of her being. 

The doctor smiled and looked down. His assistants were busying tying off the umbilical cord. 
Innera collapsed back on the pillows with a sigh. 

Antony tried to revive her. "Innera? Innera!" 

Tony moved over to touch Antony's arm. "She's exhausted, Antony. Let her sleep.” 

Antony swallowed hard. "Are you sure?" 

"Yes, as the gods would have told me if anything was wrong.” 

Innera's mother touched over her daughter's heart. "He's right, Antony. She's just sleeping." 


Tony moved away from Innera and went over to where the assistants were cleaning the baby. He glanced over 
their shoulders and smiled. 


Marko frowned. "What?" 

Tony turned his head and said, "He looks like you, even more so than Antony does" 

Once they had bundled the baby in clean clothes, they handed him over to Tony. 

Tony smiled at the baby and looked up at the gathering, "I shall start my ceremony now" 
They all watched him disappear into the room and pull the covering down with him 

RB EE BE EE EE 


Tony stepped into the candle lit room and stopped in front of a small table in the middle. He laid the baby down 


on it and waited. 


Candles surrounded him on all sides of the room. They flickered briefly but Tony didn't turn around to see 


what the source was. 


A man appeared to Tony's left. "He does look like Marko." 


Tony chuckled and touched over the baby's heart. "I present the future chief, though | don't know what his 


name will be yet" 

The five gods circled around the table and looked down. They put their left hands over the baby and chanted 
words that Tony didn't know the meaning of. The baby's body glowed a brilliant blue and then turned a silver 
color. 


Tony smiled, realizing the boy's aura would forever be the color of silver. 


They then touched the baby clothes that Tony had brought for the ceremony. They too were turned silver 
with gold trim. 


The god who was a former chief smiled at Tony. "The ceremony is done, Tony. Though proceed with the next 
part before giving him to his parents." 


Tony watched them fade away before walking away from the baby to the door. He poked his head out and 


called for Elias. 


KEKE EE OK KE 


Elias stepped into the room and glanced around for Tony. He moved over to the table and looked down at the 


silver. “Silver, | haven't seen that color in a while." 

"That's because Antony's child is special." 

Elias stood next to Tony. "Why did you summon me here?" 

Tony picked up the baby, cradling it in his arms. "I wanted you to meet my replacement" 

Elias blinked and turned to Tony. "What?" 

Tony smiled and looked down. "He is to be the next chief of the tribe, though his parents shall not be told of 
this until the ceremony takes place. We will not treat him any differently than any other child here. He is 
special but | don't want him to take that knowledge and let it dictate his actions." 

Elias looked down at the baby. "l.l don't know what to say to this." 


Tony snuggled into Elias' body. "There's no need for words." 


Elias watched Tony stroke the side of the baby's face and smile. "Do you miss not being able to have children 


of your own?" 


"| did at first but really | get to see all of these children grow up every day. | might not be changing their 


diapers or guiding them as their parents will do, but | watch them mature over the years. It's enough for me." 
Elias touched the top of the baby's head. "It's so soft" 
"They all are actually. Though it seems the Paasikoski line gives them a lot of hair at birth." 


Elias chuckled softly as to not wake the baby, who had fallen asleep in Tony's arms. "You were right, he does 
look like Marko." 


"As you should, Kristian” 
Elias blinked. "Is that his name?" 
Tony shrugged and started walking for the door. "No, but it's a good name." 


Elias laughed and began to follow him. "Wait, thats your middle name. | remember it from when the chief gave 


us the rings." 

"Yes, but it's still a good name." 

Elias shook his head. "Ernesti is a better name." 

Tony stopped walking and turned to Elias. "Why that name?" 

Elias hesitated. "It was my father's name." 

‘Its not a bad name but Kristian is better." 

Elias rolled his eyes and stood beside the curtain "| assume they have a name picked out already." 

A voice outside the curtain sounded. "We do." 

Elias pulled the curtain back and tied it off. He blinked at Antony standing in front of them. "Well, what is it?" 
Antony smiled and said, "Juhani. 


Tony glanced over at Marko who turned several shades of red at the mention of the name. He chuckled at it. 


‘Isn't that your father's middle name?" 
"It is and it's also mine as well. | think it's time for it to be a first name now." 


Tony thought for a moment and then turned to Elias. "Juhani Kristian | like the sound of that.” 


Elias rolled his eyes. “Id rather Juhani Ernesti." 

Tony shook his head. "No, that's too many endings of the same thing. It has to blend when you say it" 
Antony locked between the two men and started to laugh 

FPEF BK EE OK 


Innera woke up, blinking her eyes and glancing around the room. She stopped on a figure sitting in a chair 


holding something. "Antony?" 

Antony looked up and smiled He got up out of the chair and stood beside the bed. 
Innera smiled at the bundle in Antony's arms. "Can | hold him?" 

"Of course, I've been waiting for you to awaken 


Innera took her son into her arms and smiled down at him. He was fast asleep but she couldn't help noticing it. 


"He looks like your father” 

"So everyone has been telling me. Tony spotted it first when he took the baby for his ceremony" 
Innera smiled up at Antony. "Then our choice of name was correct” 

"It seems like it was. Though | have a feeling the gods had a hand in that 

Innera chuckled, stroking the top of Juhans head. "My little boy, you're so beautiful” 

"About as beautiful as his mom, but not more 

Imera flushed and said to her son, "Dont listen to him, you're more beautiful than both of us” 
Antony leaned against the bed and stroked Innera's hair. "I guess it depends on who is looking at it" 
Innera kissed Juhans forehead and cradled him close. 

FEEF KKE 


They waited until dinner to bring the presents out for the new baby. Eino and Perttu helped Innera into the 


dining area with the doctor's permission. 


After the food was eaten, one by one people came up to deliver their presents. The first ones were from the 


family. 


Innera's mother and father gave clothes and diapers. Antony blinked at the stack of diapers and Innera's 


mother just laughed and said, "Trust me, you'll need every one." 


Marko was next to come to the table. He shuffled in place before saying, "It's a Paasikoski tradition to present 


our family guardian animal to a baby born within the family." 

Antony's eyes filled with tears when he spotted the small wooden wolf. 

Marko smiled at Antony but said nothing. 

Innera picked up the wooden wolf and marveled at it. She looked up at Marko. "Did you hand carve this?" 

‘It's also a tradition to learn that as well. One of these days I'll teach Antony so he can give it to his grandson 
Tony opened his mouth to protest but then closed it again. Elias raised an eyebrow at him. 

Henkka was next and he put a stuffed red and black animal on the table. 

Innera blinked and then smiled. "Oh, it's a little prkrara, how sweet." 

Henkka wanted to correct her but then just sighed. "Yes, it is. Though less scary than the real thing," 
Antony picked up the animal and gave it to Juhani, who stared at it in wonder. 

Marko whispered to Henkka, "It's a wolf, isn't it?" 

"Yeah, but how come you're the only one who noticed?" 

Marko chuckled and turned away to watch the next present. 

Erich approached the table with a large square object. "| may not be a family member but | made something 
for you and your child. Its been a joy to watch how your relationship has evolved over time, Antony and 
Innera. | wish you many happy days with your son Juhani. 


After it was placed on the table, Innera and Antony both leaned forward to look at it. She was the first one to 
speak. "It's.it's beautiful." 


Tony moved forward to inspect it and then smiled at Erich. "You've captured them beautifully in the metal 


sculpture. | assume you've been working on this for some time?" 


"Yes, in my off time for the past nine months. l'm thankful that Juhani did not make an earlier entrance or | 


would have had to scramble to finish it. As it is, | finished it a few days ago." 


Innera's father moved in to look at the work. "Everyone is present in it. This is your best work, Erich." 
Erich bowed and moved away. 


KRKE KE OK KE 


Chapter Ib 


Tony groaned, shifting in bed to lay his head on Elias' chest. Solid gray strands of hair mixed with Elias! own 
long gray hair. 


Twenty-seven years had passed and it was getting harder to sleep through the night. His 13-year-old body 
was getting stiffer and with it trying to find a comfortable spot in bed for longer than a few hours was 
getting more difficult. 


Elias could sleep anywhere and didn't have trouble, but Tony's body would ache if he laid on his side too long. 
He envied being able to sleep through the night in one position 


Tony sighed and sat up in bed, unable to fall asleep again. Other than his body protesting, his mind was as well. 
Today would be a long day and every bit of it had to do with Juhani. 


Juhani had grown into a handsome young man over time, turning heads with both women and men. Though he 
still didn't have a mate yet which made Tony wonder if it wasn't going to be one of the tribe. Would another 


outsider crash land on the planet like Tony had so many years ago? 


Other than that, there was the business of teaching Juhani how to be a chief. The gods told him the previous 
night that Tony's time as their chief would soon come to an end. Juhani would need to be told of it and begin 


his training to become Tony's replacement. 


The only problem was, Juhani had no desire to lead anyone. He rejected Elias' offer for him to head up the 
work around the caves. Instead, he spent his days daydreaming and drawing pictures of strange creatures on 


his room walls. 

Innera and Antony tried to persuade him to do other things, but Juhani rebelled against every attempt. They 
were at their wit's end and came to Tony a lot over the years to find out how to get Juhani on the right 
track. 

Tony sighed, knowing full well who Juhani reminded him of, and told them to keep at it. But nothing seemed to 
work He was becoming a mixture of Tony, Marko, and Jani without their strong-willed fathers to push them 
into things they didn't want. 

The only person Juhani would listen to was Tony. 


But would that be enough to persuade Juhani to the right path? 


KRE KE OK KE 


Juhani stepped into Tony's room and bowed. "You wish to see me, chief?" 

Tony motioned for him to sit. "I do, we have some things to discuss’ 

Juhani stared down at the circle in front of him. "My parents have been complaining to you, haven't they?" 
Tony frowned at the dejected look on Juhans face. "They have but that's not why | summoned you. 


Juhani shook his shoulder-length brown hair. "I will never be good enough for them. They don't understand that 
| have no desire to be like they are." He glanced up at Tony. "Why can't they understand that?" 


Tony smiled. "Parents rarely understand their kids in the long run. Some try harder than others like your own 


but it's because they want you to be better than they were." 
Juhani looked down at the circle again. "You mean they weren't perfect?" 


Tony sat back in his seat. "No, they were not. Well, your mother had a better life than your father, but its 


really hard to compare them. Antony wasn't even born here and lived most of his life alone and miserable." 
"Being alone is freeing, not miserable." 


Tony studied Juhani before answering. "Why do you seek to be away from your fellow tribe members? Are 


they not worthy of your time?" 


"They don't have anything to say that | care about. It's all about mating, producing children, or making food and 
crafts. Don't they know of anything else to talk about?" 


"Well, it is what they know the most about, even if its not as interesting as you want it to be. Ever since 


Erich died, you've been more withdrawn and spending time with yourself." 

Juhani let his blue eyes drift shut. "He was the only one who understood what it was like to create things 
from imagination. It didn't have to be worn or made for anyone else other than to satisfy the urge deep 
inside." 


"That is a good assessment of Erich. Though his spot has been filled by Pavel." 


"He's not the same. All he does is toil for others and follow patterns Erich created long ago. It's hollow and 


empty." 
"You have to believe in others, Juhani, they are the key to you being happy in life. Even if it's only the gods." 


Juhani opened his eyes. "The gods are the only ones who probably understand me at this point" 


"That's not true, | escape by drawing as well. Just look at my room with Elias. Its covered with drawings that | 


did over the years. There are more artistic souls here than you realize." 


‘Its not just drawings, | write as well. The drawings are there to give the words a picture of what l'm writing 


about" 

"May | ask what you're writing?" 

Juhani studied his black stained hands. "Just stories of hunting and such, whatever comes into my mind." 
"Anything | might know?" 

Juhani frowned at Tony. "Why would you know what | write?" 


‘lm the chief, | know what happens here most times. The gods talk about you and how you've been writing out 


stories. | can only assume they are stories the gods have told you." 
| have no ability to create them on my own?" 


"That's not what | meant. You have the ability to transcribe what you see in dreams. | have a feeling there 


are characters named Victor or Jared in there somewhere." 
Juhani stared at Tony. "How..how did you know that?" 
"Victor was the chief before | was and he's taken an interest in you before you were born. Jared is Victor's 


mate and was the chief hunter of the tribe as Elias is now. I'm sure they both have a lot of stories to tell. 


Maybe even some about me?" 
Juhani flushed and said nothing. 
"Good, then they are doing their duty to prepare you. As | shall do soon" 


Juhani played with his hands. "| want to continue to do as I've been doing. | don't want to toil on food or 


objects" 

"You won't be actually. Instead, you will be listening to the tribe and guiding them on the correct path’ 
"But that's what you do’ 

"It is and soon it will be your duty as well’ 


Juhani shook his head. "No, you can't leave me as well." 


Tony reached over the circle to touch Juhani's arm. "It is further off than you think. We need time to prepare 


you first. The only reason I'm telling you now is the gods have instructed me to do so." 
"And if | refuse this and go against the gods?" 


Tony let go of Juhani's arm. "They will not let you do that. You were chosen for this before you were born, 


even before your parents were mated. It is your destiny, Juhani. What you make of it is your decision" 
Juhani frowned, his eyes filling with tears. 

Tony opened his mouth to say something but nothing came out. 

EKKE EE EK Æ 

Juhani trudged back to his room, staring down at parchments spilled all over the floor and frowned. 

When he sat down on his bed a voice rang out but he ignored it. 

"Juhani?" 

Juhani buried his face into his hands and sobbed. 

"He's not gone yet." 

Juhani cried harder, the tears weaving through his fingers and leaving large drops on the floor. 

"If it makes you feel any better, Tony did the same thing when he was chosen by me. He didn't believe he 
would be a good chief because of his problems in the military. And yet, he's done a good job for the past 
forty-three years. 

Juhani removed his hands and looked down at the floor. Tears still continued to roll down his face. "| was happy 
and now I'm not. My life was going along as it should with me writing down your tales. Why do the gods feel 
the need to punish me?" 

"Is that what you think this is? Punishment for writing stories instead of having babies and making items?" 


"| don't know what to think anymore. Now | will never finish it" 


"That is not correct. What better way to learn of the tribe's stories than from the people themselves? You've 
been content to learn what has happened in the distant past, but why not the present?" 


Juhani glanced up at the transparent figure sitting beside him on his bed. "I don't understand." 


"This tribe is full of people who have not only come from distant lands but have lived here a great many 


years. Why should tales of former chiefs be your only focus? Why not write a history of our people?" 
Juhani blinked. 


"See? Just because you've been chosen to be the next chief doesn't mean you won't have time for other 
things. Tony doesn't just sit in his room all day talking to people. Sometimes he is with Elias or blessing a child 
or just resting. His duty is to the tribe but that doesn't rule his life nor should it yours." 


Juhani wiped his damp eyes with the back of his hand. "But how do | ask them? I've been avoiding everyone 
that isn't my parents for years." 


"When its announced that you will be the next chief, then they will come to you. When you are talking with 
them, then you can ask their history.’ 


Juhani bit his lip. "If | am to be chief, does that mean | need to take a mate?" 


"That | do not know. Most times | would say yes, though for some reason the gods have been silent on that 
matter. | can't imagine they will leave you without a mate, but maybe you will be the first one to not need 


one. 
"So every chief before me has always had a mate?" 


"As long as I've known of them, yes, except you seem different than the rest of us. You do not seek meaning 


in your life, you already know it. You do not need someone to make your life happier, you relish your solitude." 


Juhani knelt down to gather the pages from the floor. "I value my solitude, it allows me to think and reflect on 
things that | want to write. | wish my parents would understand that." 


"You are their only child, it's only natural that they want you to be happy. They look within and see that they 


are happy together, so that means you must be unhappy without a mate of your own" 


Juhani shuffled the pages into the correct order. "I've never been that close to anyone in the tribe, save for 


Erich. We could talk for hours about creating things and how fulfilling it was." 

‘In many ways you turned out as he did in life. He never was granted a mate but never expressed unhappiness 
to the gods about it. He channeled it into other things, beautiful things that | wish I'd seen when | was stil 
alive. As it is, Erich wasn't even here then" 


Juhani frowned at the memories of Erich flooding back in his mind. 


"Focus on the good things you shared and not the fact that he's gone now. People will always die, that is a 
given, but we need to cherish them as long as they're with us." 


Juhani bit his lip. "The chief is the only other person who gets me. And when he dies...” 


"You never know what the future holds for you, Juhani. There could be others you will become close to later 


in life. Tony is not fated to die just yet as he has much to teach you first.” 


ORK 
Juhani sighed and walked into the dining area. Meals were the only times he allowed himself to be surrounded 
by the rest of the tribe. He had no idea if they thought of him as odd or weird for doing it, but he needed his 


alone time. It was the only thing that allowed him to concentrate and really think about what he was writing. 


Innera waved him over to their family table as she did every meal. Small lines appeared at the corners of her 


eyes, still looking youthful with her smiling face. 


Antony's short brown hair was slowly turning gray with age while his father Marko had completely snow white 


hair. 


Juhani sat beside his mother and started to eat. He could feel their eyes on him as if waiting for him to say 


something. 

Innera sighed at him. 

Juhani echoed her sigh between bites. 

Innera touched Juhani's arm to still his movement. "What did the chief want to speak to you about?" 
Juhani set his fork down, turning to face his mother and saying, "Nothing special.’ 


Innera glanced over at Tony who was watching them. She turned back to her son. "I believe it's more than that. 


The chief wouldn't be watching us intently if he wasn't waiting for you to tell us something.’ 
Juhani stared down at his plate of food. "He wants to teach me some things.” 
"What kind of things?" 


Juhani swallowed the lump in his throat, unwilling to break down in front of his mother and said, "He wants to 


teach me his job." 
Innera blinked and then looked over at Tony with wide eyes. 


Tony nodded at her and then turned back to talk with Elias. 


Innera turned back to Juhani, touching his arm again with tears gathering in her eyes. "You will become the 


next chief. Thats why the chief took you after you were born. He was showing you to the gods." 


Antony gaped. "That means the chief has known since before you were even pregnant that he would become 


the next chief. He knew before the doctor did” 

PFEF 

Marko frowned and stared down at his plate. 

Henkka touched his arm. "What's wrong with you? Aren't you happy your grandson is going to be chief?" 
"When he does, that means Tony will die" 

Henkka glanced over at Innera's mother. "Is that true?" 


"When Juhani is made chief, the former chief doesn't live that much longer. The chief before Tony lasted only 
a month before he died." 


Marko mumbled down at his food, "l. don't want to watch Tony die again. The first time was enough.” 

‘lm not dead yet, Marko." 

Marko blinked and looked up at Tony. 

Tony touched Marko's shoulder. "I have a lot to teach Juhani. Its not going to be done anytime soon because 
he's never had to see me for a cleansing. That will take time for him to understand what it's like and how to 
help others with their problems." 


"But you will die after he becomes the next chief?" 


Tony sat beside Marko on the bench. "Very likely but everyone does in time. If fate comes for me, | can't deny 
it. That being said, why don't you focus on the time | am here than waiting for the inevitable?" 


"That's easily said than done." 


"Be thankful you aren't Elias who has been waiting since Juhani's birth for this day to come. Every year that 


passes, he gets more and more possessive of me because he doesn't want me to leave him." 
The frown still stayed on Marko's face. 
y 


"lIl probably die in Elias' arms so you won't even see me die like the first time." 


Marko stared at his food. "That explosion haunted my dreams for months after it happened. | felt guilty for 
making you do it on my behalf and then you ended up dead anyway. | couldn't deal with that, Tony." 


"But you did, Marko. Many trips through the cleansing helped with that over the years." 
"l'm back where | was, except I'm not mourning my wife's death, it's yours again" 


"As | said, we all die at some point. When the gods have decided it, it becomes reality. | am thankful that | lived 
long enough to see you again, to see your son and grandson grow up before my eyes. Those are things | will 
hold dear for the rest of my life and knowing that Victor still visits Juhani, that might be my fate too - aiding 
those who are living." He stopped to touch the side of Marko's face. "So in other words, | won't really be gone. 
Ill always be with the tribe in some way just like all of the previous chiefs have been" 


Marko leaned into the touch, letting his eyes drift shut. 
Henkka frowned on the other side of Marko. 


Tony caught it and smiled. "Don't worry, Henkka, he's all yours. He loves you more than me, that much | can 


see with my own eyes. Not to mention you're his mate and | would never go against the gods‘ wishes." 
Henkka flushed and ducked his head. "Sorry." 


Tony smiled, taking his hand away from Marko's face and glancing over at Henkka. "There's nothing to be sorry 
for. You two are bonded forever, there's nothing that | can do to break that nor would | want to." 


EKKE KE OK KE 


Days turned into weeks, turning into months and thereby turning into years. Three years were spent teaching 
Juhani how to become a chief. 


And yet, something was off to Tony. 


Juhani still had no mate. Nor had anyone else been mated together since the day he told Juhani of his destiny. 
Usually there was at least a few but now women of age were running around without mates. It was strange 


and Tony couldn't figure out why. 


Had the gods abandoned them? Did they foresee something that would change their tribe forever which 


wouldn't rely on a new generation of people? 


Tony didn't know, but they still appeared in his dreams telling him of Juhani's progress. Beyond the usual stuff 
about cleansing, Tony had encourage Juhani to write of their history and stories of the tribe members. That 
was to be his duty for the rest of his life which made Tony question it even more. 


FREE EE EK Æ 


After dinner one night Elias led Tony to their room. Elias smiled at his mate, holding him close when they 
stepped inside. "Have | told you that | loved you today?" 


Tony sighed. "Elias, you don't have to tell me that every day. | know you love me and will always love me no 


matter what. Words aren't needed after so many years together.’ 

Elias frowned and held Tony closer, feeling every movement of Tony's body as he breathed. 

Tony pulled back a little to look up at Elias. "I can't imagine what you're going through when you know Juhani 
will be made chief soon That it usually spells the end of the previous chief soon after, meaning that you will 
lose me." 

Tears gathered in Elias‘ eyes when he let go of Tony and sat down on the edge of their bed. 

Tony sat next to him, laying his head on Elias‘ shoulder. "I don't know when it is, but | know you'll be with me 
when it happens. You're always with me now that we stopped the expansion project years ago. Not that | mind 
it, | always feel safe around you, my protector and my mate." 

Tears rolled down Elias’ face. "I've tried to tell myself that it's all part of the gods‘ plan and that you can't 
stop fate, but | don't want to live a day without you. There is no joy in life without you by my side, without 
waking up each day and realizing just how lucky | am to have you." 

Tony buried his face into Elias‘ neck, breathing deeply and trying to not let the tears that had been gathering 
in his eyes fall. "I've asked them about that, but they haven't given me a straight answer. If | had my wish, 
we'd just not wake up one day. Nothing dramatic or sad, just together like we were meant to be." 

Elias pulled Tony down on the bed to hold him close, looking into Tony's teary eyes. "It would be hell to live out 
my days without you. l.l don't have enough strength inside to be able to do what Victor did. To be constantly 


reminded that you are truly alone, despite being around hundreds of people." 


"| don't believe he was truly alone, he said Jared was always there with him in spirit at least. Yes, it's not the 


same as physically being there but still. And he had you." 
"I never really thought that I'd be the one to keep him going. | was just a scared kid when | arrived” 


Tony wrapped his arms around Elias' middle. "Now you're a beautiful man who I've never regretted being mated 


to." 
Elias dipped down at capture Tony's lips, a little of his doubt going away with a simple kiss. 


RKE EEK Æ 


Tony felt something wrong with his body the night before Juhani was to be made chief. He said nothing to 
Elias, for fear of worrying and trying to talk Tony out of it. 


There was no delaying what had been foretold for years. Juhani would be their new chief, the first to Tony's 
knowledge that didn't have a mate. 


Elias came into Tony's room to retrieve him. "It's time." 


Tony pushed himself off the dirt floor for the last time. He would no longer occupy this room anymore, it was 


now Juhani's. He'd spent more than half his life in this room and leaving it now seemed wrong. 
But the gods knew what they were doing and Tony could only follow them. 


At the doorway, Tony turned to look back inside the room. "Farewell, my friend. | shall miss your help with the 
tribe and insight into other matters." 


Tony stood there wondering if something would happen but nothing did. Instead, he nodded to Elias and they 
made their way to the grand hall. 


FEKE EK KK 


The ceremony went like all others before it, minus the act of tying the cloth around wrists for the mating 
part. 


Juhani turned around and faced the tribe after it. He flushed under their cheers. 
Tony sighed and frowned down at his gold ring. It would be time to remove that too. 


Juhani turned back to smile at Tony but it fell off his face when he spotted Tony's frown He moved closer to 
Tony and whispered, "What it is chief?" 


Tony showed his ring to Juhani. "This is yours now. Illl remove it” 

Elias frowned down at his. "Do | have to remove mine too?" 

Someone appeared next to Tony. "No, don't remove either of them. The time for that is later." 
Tony blinked, recognizing the voice and turned. "Victor?" 

Victor smiled at Tony. "Good to see you again, Tony." 


Tony wetted his lips. "Is it my time to go now?" 


"Not yet, no. Why do you ask?" 


Tony motioned to Juhani who had turned away to face his family. "He is the new chief. You didn't last longer 


than a month after | was made chief" 
"That is true, but there is some time still Not a lot but not today.” 
Tony opened his mouth to ask something else but then closed it 
"Speak, Tony. | will try to answer what you seek" 


Tony glanced over at Elias and then back at Victor. "I dont want to die alone. We were fated to be together 
forever and | want it to stay that way." 


"So you seek to have both of you die at the same time? | don't have the power to grant such things." 
Tony bit his lip. "I know, but you do talk the gods more than | do now. If you could...” 


Victor held up his hand. "Stop, Tony. | am not a middle man for you to pass on your wishes to the gods. If they 
deem it, then it will happen" 


Elias moved over to Tony to hold him close. "So be it, but | will take matters into my own hands if he leaves 


me first" 
Victor blinked at Elias. "You would go against the gods?" 


"We are meant to be together and | have nothing else to stay for. You had to stay to nurture me, and | have 


no such thing. Tony is my one and only, my life would be over when he dies anyway." 
"| did, what makes you so sure that there isn't something later on?" 


Elias pointed to Juhani. "There is no later on. The fact that he has no mate means there will be no one else 


who takes over for him. He is the last one." 

Tony blinked and looked up at Elias. "How do you know of this?" 

"Jared told me several things before he died At the time they didn't make any sense but now they do. The 
solitary one is the coming of the end, or so he would tell me of ancient stories. | don't know how he learned of 


it, maybe from the former chief, but he would tell me that it would happen at some point far in the future." 


Victor smiled at Elias. "| didn't realize he shared with you of our ancient ways. Yes, it has been foretold long 


ago that it would bring about the end of our tribe. And maybe it will, but that ultimately for the gods to 


decide. They can alter the future as they see fit." 


Tony shook his head. "| don't believe they will. In fact, we haven't had a mating ceremony for three years yet 


there are girls of age. The only reason for that is they don't need a future generation of tribe members." 
Elias looked over at Juhani who was laughing with some tribe members. "He should know of this." 


"No, he shall not know as we want him to continue to write about the tribe. It is the key to our survival in the 


future. A written record of civilizations goes back to the earliest humans and will continue for ours. He doesn't 


need to be burdened with this knowledge nor does it help with his task" 


Tony winced, a twinge of pain hit him near his heart. He turned to Victor and said, "We won't tell Juhani of this. 


| am tired so l'm going to retreat to our room. | assume we don't have to leave it now that Juhani is chief?" 
"No, your room is your own for your life. Juhani is productive in his so there's no need to move him." 

Elias frowned at Tony. "What is wrong?" 

Tony smiled at him, feeling another twinge in his chest. "I'm just tired, that's all. 
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The next day the pain in Tony's chest was worse, making him gasp for a breath when he woke up. 

Elias stirred next to him and mumbled, "Tony?" 

Tony let his eyes drift shut, trying to regulate his breath. 

Elias turned in bed to hold Tony close. "What happened? Did you have a bad dream?" 

Tony grimaced, pawing at his chest. "l.l can't breathe. cant..." 


Elias shot out of bed as if it had been on fire and raced for the doctor's room. He stormed into it and found 


no one there. 

Eino who was walking around, stretching his stiff limbs. "Elias?" 
Elias turned. "Where is the doctor?" 

"Asleep | assume. Its early morning.’ 


Elias shook his head. "| need to find him now!" 


Eino stared at Elias. "What's wrong? Is it Tony?" 
"Yes!" 
Eino took off down the hallway away from Elias to find the doctor. 


Elias stayed in place, his body shaky after running so fast. He wasn't as young as he wanted to be anymore. 
Still, the adrenaline raced through his veins at the thought of Tony still gasping for breath while he waited. 


The doctor appeared with Eino in the hallway. Elias took one look at them before turning and running to their 


room. 
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Tony was curled up on his side when they found him. 

Elias knelt beside him, holding his hand. "Tony?" 

The doctor rolled Tony over to his back, noticing the grimace cross Tony's face. "Where does it hurt?" 
Tony gasped for a breath before answering. "My..my chest..pain in my chest...” 

The doctor felt over Tony's heart and put the stethoscope over it. He listened and then frowned, 

Eino blinked. "What? What is it?" 


"His heart is slowing down. There's nothing | can do for it. Even if | were to give him some herbs to speed it 


up, it would only last for a few hours and then get even slower.” 
Elias' eyes drifted shut, tears rolling down his face. 

The doctor touched Elias' shoulder as he rose. "I'm sorry, Elias.” 
Eino bowed his head and then spoke, "I'll go get Juhani." 


Elias nodded but didn't reply. Once Eino and the doctor left, he crawled into bed to hold Tony close. "I don't want 
to live without you. Please gods, grant me this. I've never asked for anything of you other than this." 


Tony laid his head against Elias’ chest. "l.l love you...” 
Elias bit his lip, tears falling fast down his face. "I love you too. | will always and forever." 


Tony lifted his head a little and touched over Elias' heart with his hand. It glowed a little before he removed it. 


Elias blinked, his chest tightening with each breath. He glanced down at Tony. "What..what.is happening...” 


Tony leaned up to kiss Elias’ lips. Elias kissed back, his hands fumbling to hold Tony tight. Something was 
happening to his body but he didn't care. 


All he cared about was Tony right now. 
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Juhani rushed down the hall following Eino. 

A frown crossed Eino's face. "He hasn't passed yet, but the doctor said it was only a matter of hours” 
Juhani said nothing. There was nothing to say at this point. Tony was dying and only the gods could prevent 
that from happening. He knew he would have to deal with this, but he didn't expect it to be the day after he 
was made chief 

He needed more time but there was none. 

Eino rounded the corner, stepping into Tony and Elias’ room. He stopped short and gaped at the bed 


Juhani prepared himself for the worst and went inside. He blinked at the bed. "What.are they sleeping?" 


Eino knelt down to touch over Tony's neck for a pulse. He waited a few seconds before looking up at Juhani and 


shaking his head. 

Juhani sighed and said, "His body will need to be brought to his room.my room for the burial rights." 
Eino frowned at Elias' body, grabbing for Elias! wrist and waiting. 

"What is it? Is something wrong with Elias too?" 

Tears gathered in Eino's eyes. 

"Eino? What's wrong?" 

Eino got up from the floor and shook his head. 


Juhani frowned at him and touched Elias' wrist. He expected to feel the thump of his heart beating but there 


was nothing. 


Perttu broke the silence and entered the room. "Did the chief pass?" 


Eino bit his lip to stop the tears from falling. "They're..they're both dead." 

Perttu rushed forward to stand next to Eino. "What?" 

Juhani shook his head. "I can't.they weren't both supposed to die. | thought Tony was the one who was sick." 
Eino fumbled to pull Perttu to him, burying his face into Perttu's neck to hide his tears. 


Perttu stroked Eino's head with tears running down his own face. "Elias got his wish. He wanted to die with 


Tony in his arms and he did." 
Juhani leaned against the wall and buried his face into his hands. 
Perttu glanced over at him. "We'll need to pull them apart so they can be buried. 


Juhani removed his hands, wiping the tears away with the back of his hand. "Tony needs to be brought to the 


circle in my room." 
Perttu nodded, holding Eino tight as his body shook with choked sobs. "I'll fetch some men" 
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Juhani brushed away the tears and sniffed He watched two men bring in the lifeless body of Tony. 
The men bowed, leaving Juhani alone in the chief's room for the first time. 


Juhani looked down at Tony's body. It appeared to be in a state of calmness, there were no worry lines on 
Tony's face or anything to say that his death had been anything other than peaceful. Juhani hoped his own 


death would be that calm when the time came. 


He placed his hand over Tony's head and spoke, "Tony Kakko, former chief of the Atanos tribe, | will guide you 
to the afterlife. You were fated to die but have been granted the chance to be reunited with your mate Elias 
Viljanen. Your deeds will be known to those who join our tribe later and within the book that | am writing.” He 

stopped to sigh again. "Go in peace, Tony. Be reunited with your mate for all time and welcomed into the 


heavens." 


Tony's body glowed a brilliant blue, just as Victor had before him. It only lasted a few seconds before returning 
Tony's body to an ashen color. 


Juhani called out and the two men returned to collect the body. A white cloth materialized in the circle. "Wait, 
this is to go with the body. It lists his deeds as chief” 


Perttu came in and retrieved the cloth from Juhani. "We will bury it with him, chief 
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Chapter I] 


A shuttlecraft landed on a planet. 
The man in the passenger seat looked over to the pilot. "Remind me why | let you talk me into this, Liyia?" 


Liyia laughed and undid her safety harness. "Come on Pietor, you've heard of the cursed planet. The one where 


no one returns from, so much so it was labeled perilous for a hundred years." 


Pietor took off his safety harness and looked out the windshield of the shuttlecraft. "It doesn't look like much 


to be honest. Just a deserted ice planet." 

Liyia took up a pad and tapped on the display. "Thats what is strange. Every account I've heard about this 
planet says the atmosphere will pull a shuttle in and smash it to the ground below. And yet, we didn't even 
have any turbulence landing other than the cold winds." 


Pietor shook his head at the snow falling all around them. "No one could survive a place like this. Even those 


caves off to the right look unstable." 
Liyia looked up from her pad. "Caves? | wonder if there's something inside?" 
Pietor rolled his eyes. "I am not going out in that maelstrom." 


Liyia reached behind her seat for a heavy spacesuit and helmet. "Suit yourself, but I'm exploring those caves. 
Who knows what may be inside?" 
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Liyia stumbled into the caves, pushed around by the wind at her back. She blinked at the darkness and 


retrieved a flashlight from her spacesuit, illuminating the stone caves in front of her. 
The walls in the first couple steps were stripped by the wind, leaving a shiny bare stone. 


She was about to venture further inside when something hit her from behind, making her stumble and touch 


one of the walls to brace herself. 
"The wind outside is insane!" sounded in Liyia's helmet making her roll her eyes. 
Pietor shook off the snow on his spacesuit and frowned at Liyia. "What's wrong?" 


Liyia pushed herself upright and turned to him. "Sometimes Pietor, you can be so dense." 


Pietor blinked and followed Liyia's flashlight beam. "There's nothing here." 


The beam stopped on a carved column with faded paint on it. Liyia moved in closer and touched it with her 


gloved hand. "This is in solid stone. How did they make it so intricate?" 

Pietor retrieved his own flashlight and walked past Liyia for another column further down the hallway. 
"However they did it, there's more of those carvings and what looks like a language of some sort. An ancient 
civilization?" 

Liyia kept moving forward until she reached a doorway that had carvings above it and to the sides. The once 
bright yellow and red paint was starting to fade but it was of people with spears. "Pietor, this one is of people 
hunting." 

No answer. 

Liyia turned around to look around the hallway. "Pietor?" 

Still no answer. 

Liyia shrugged and stepped inside the room. She blinked at the gleaming white circle etched into the ground. 
Unlike the paint from outside, this looked like it had been painted recently. She bent down and touched the 
circle with her hand expecting something to happen but nothing did. Looking around the room's wall, she noticed 
more paintings of men holding spears and creatures with red eyes. 


It was then that Pietor screamed her name from outside of the room. 


Liyia took out her camera and snapped a few pictures of the room, hoping the low light wouldn't ruin them. 


She stepped outside the room and called out, "What's wrong, Pietor?" 
Pietor whipped around, his eyes wild and wide. "Dead bodies." 
Liyia moved over to Pietor. "Where? Show me." 


Pietor shuddered and then walked down the hallway. "Everywhere. I've looked in most of these rooms and they 
all had skeletons laying on beds." 


Liyia moved over to a room on the left and shined her light inside. She gasped at the long skeleton laying on 
the bed as if it was waiting for something. "My god, what happened here?" 


Pietor moved further down the hallway. "I don't know but everyone seems to have died in their beds like they 
knew their outcome and waited for it. | haven't seen anything like this since those old cult myths | used to 
read when | was in college. Those were poisoned in the hopes they could return to some kind of alien 


mothership, in a time where there was no space travel beyond the galaxy." 


Liyia moved away from that room and kept walking down the hallway. Occasionally she would venture off of it 


and flash her light into a room. All she found were more bodies. 


Pietor stopped short several rooms ahead of her. "I guess this is the end of the line. The walls have caved in 


and we can't go any further." 

Liyia flashed her light forward and saw massive boulders bigger than Pietor or herself. "Earthquakes?" 

"In arctic temperatures? Not unless the planet core is molten which it couldn't be with this kind of weather. | 
checked the outside temperature before following you and it was negative 100 Celsius. Not even Earth could 
pull that off." 

Liyia stepped into the room closest to the boulders. She blinked in confusion. "Pietor! Come over here." 

Pietor looked over Liyia's shoulder and shrugged against her back. "What? It's just another skeleton" 

Liyia rolled her eyes, moving closer to the body. "Which is holding something.’ 


Pietor noticed a stack of paper held together with an old piece of string. "What is that?" 


Liyia carefully took the book out of the skeleton's hand and mumbled an apology to it before opening the book. 


She frowned at the writing, unable to read the words. "Looks like some sort of record? | can't read...” 
Pietor cocked his head to the side. "What?" 

Liyia gaped, the words switching around on the paper as if they were alive. 

Pietor looked over her shoulder again. "Oh, it's in English. How odd that it's like that way out here." 


Liyia blinked, shaking her head slowly. "No, it wasn't in English, but now it is. | don't understand how it could 
have changed like that" 


Pietor laughed and moved away. "Now you're talking in riddles. It was in English the whole time, you must have 


read it wrong." 


Liyia frowned, knowing full well what she saw and started to read it aloud, "This is the written record of the 
Atanos people who lived on the planet Tsetsetest, as transcribed by their last chief Juhani Paasikoski.” 


"Paasikoski? Why does that name sound familiar?" 


Liyia ignored him, continuing to read through the early pages and making comments about them. “Apparently 
they were ruled by elder gods and then eventually five gods who all carried spears. That must be who | saw in 


the decorated room earlier. The gods were protecting that room." 
"What room?" 


Liyia looked up from the book. "The room | was in when you first found the bodies. It was decorated with 
drawings of men hunting on the walls and this white circle on the ground. It was funny, the paint used for the 
circle was still brilliant white like it had been just painted." 


"Does it say how they died in that?" 


Liyia carefully turned to the back of the book but it was just blank pages. She turned a few of them until she 
found the last one. The handwriting had been clear and neat in the beginning, but this was rushed and sloppy. 


"Well? What does it say?" 
Liyia rolled her eyes. "Ever the patient one." 
Pietor paced the small room. "Well, I'm starting to feel the cold so I'd rather get it over with." 


Liyia sighed and began to read portions of it again, "The gods said the end is near, telling me to prepare the 
tribe for the death of our planet. It will no longer be able to hold us anymore due to the shift in 
temperatures. The heat made our community thrive for hundreds of years, while the unbearable cold will 


mean instant death." 


"That explains why this place is abandoned and they're all dead. Though | have to wonder why they just laid in 
their beds, waiting for death." 


"It says the planet started to unleash weird odors as it began to die. Parts of the caves were destroyed in 
powerful earthquakes, trapping those who were in the sections and leaving them to die. The gods apparently 
didn't let them suffer for long, preferring to kill those trapped instantly or so the writer says." 


"Hmmm, probably sulfur and other elements depending on the core. These caves probably don't get much in 
the way of air circulation that once you put something like gas or sulfur in the air, it's going to stay and 
slowly kill them." 

Liyia frowned at the last sentences. "The last thing he writes down doesn't make much sense to me." 


"What does it say?" 


Liyia read it, "The end is near and | welcome a chance to join my past companions again Erich, Tony, Elias, Eino, 
Perttu, Marko, Innera, Antony, and all that have touched my life. | am ready to lead my tribe into the next 


unknown, please guide my way Victor." 


"Makes sense to me. He's saying goodbye and going off to wherever people go on this planet when they die." 
Liyia looked up from the book "That part does but this doesn't! 

Pietor moved over to stand next to Liyia again and read over her shoulder. "Which part?" 

Liyia pointed at the passage after the one she just read. "This one” 


Pietor read the words aloud, "May this book be found by those who can bring our world to another. | believe 
you will take care of it, Liyia and Pietor" 


Liyia watched Pietor's mouth hang open in shock. "How could he have known we would be here? He's been dead 


for at least 10 years going by the dates I've noticed while reading it” 


Pietor glanced at the passage again, thinking his mind was playing tricks on him in the bitter cold. It was still on 
the page, staring back at him. "l.we need to leave this place." 


Liyia closed up the book and put it inside a cold proof pouch she produced from her suit. 


Pietor was about to walk outside the room when he noticed something gleaming on the skeleton. He moved past 


Liyia, kneeling down to stare at the man's finger. "It's..is that a gold ring?" 


Liyia leaned down to look at it. "Yes, it is. | wonder how they managed to fashion it like that with such primitive 


tools?" 


Pietor reached for the ring, intending on taking it when Liyia stopped him. "What? It's not like he's going to need 


it anymore." 


Liyia stared at the ring which began to glow an eerie yellow color. "No, we need to leave it. H's not our place to 


take it from this planet 

Pietor was going to push her aside and then blinked at the words forming in his head, "What the?" 
Liyia blinked, trying to shake off whatever had overcome her for that moment. "Lets go, Pietor.” 
"Yeah, | guess you're right” 


Pietor lumbered out of the room with a frown. Liyia turned back to look at the skeleton and bit her lip. 
"Goodbye Juhani, | will bring your book to my home planet as you asked." 


KRKE EE EK Æ 


The ground shook as the Liyia and Pietor's shuttlecraft took off from the planet. 


Columns started to crack and buckle under the strain of the shaking. They brought down the ceilings they once 
held up, exposing the cave interior to the blistering cold outside. 


Skeletons which had adorned every bed disintegrated into piles of ash. The paintings on the walls of their rooms 
washed away and left behind blank, cracked stone. 


The circle in the chief's room closed in on itself, leaving a patch of bare dirt on the floor. Paintings depicting 


their gods and tribe melted off the chief's walls as if they were on fire. 
Juhani's skeleton wasted away as the others had, collapsing with a silent sigh on his bed. 
The only thing left was the gold ring he'd been given when Tony died. 


One more shake of the planet's ground tumbled it down to a small hole that had opened up, returning it to 
when it originally came. 


Never to be seen again by anyone's eyes. 


Just as the gods had intended it from the beginning. 


THE END 


